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Introduction
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Ornamental grasses and asters extend the fall season at Chanticleer Garden in Pennsylvania.


ANY EXPERIENCED GARDENER KNOWS that perennials—herbaceous (more or less non-woody) plants that go dormant in the fall and then return in the spring—are the main fabric of an ornamental garden. Trees and shrubs provide architecture, annuals may embroider the design, but it’s the perennials that supply the enduring keynotes of texture, the calculated sequences and rhythms of colors and forms. Perennials dominate through persistence. If you’ve chosen your plants well, once you lay down a theme in perennials, it returns year after year, becoming the framework around which you arrange other plants and furnishings.


This is why selecting your perennials wisely is such an important process—the decisions you make can and should have long-lasting repercussions. The process of selection is challenging. Indeed, because of our good fortune, it’s more challenging, or at least more complicated, than ever before. In the last 30 years the American gardener has moved from a situation of perennial famine to one of feast. A generation ago we had access to only a relative handful of old standbys. Since then, however, enterprising breeders, growers, nurseries, and plant hunters have introduced tens of thousands of new species and cultivars to the North American market. What’s more, thanks to the Internet, virtually all these introductions are available for a click and some cash, no matter where you live.


There are obvious advantages to this opening of the horticultural floodgates. Plant collectors can satisfy their lust for novelty without ever leaving their own homes, and designers seeking just the right shade of iris or delphinium to perfect a color scheme can find it almost instantly and have it delivered to their mailbox within days. Yet this multiplicity of choices brings its own challenges: confronting a menu so extensive can be daunting. Hostas, for example, are a mainstay of shade gardens: who could imagine such a display without them? There are at least 3000 distinct cultivars of hosta registered with the American Hosta Society and an equal number of unregistered cultivars are in circulation. Which one is best for your situation and tastes? How do you choose? And the multiplicity of hostas actually seems manageable when compared to the selection of daylilies. There are some 60,000 or so daylily selections in cultivation now, with 2000 or more being added every year.


The glut of new material, each element of which is advertised in glowing terms, creates a dilemma. No gardener wants to miss out on the best of the new introductions, the plants that combine exceptional beauty with hardiness, easy care, and reliability. But at the same time, no one wants to cope with what amounts to horticultural spam.


A new kind of guide is needed to confront this wealth of plants, and that’s just what you’ll find here: a focus on 348 genera that in our opinion furnish a core group of the most reliable and rewarding herbaceous perennials—a toolbox of the truly essential perennials that are outstanding not only for the foliage, flowers, and forms they contribute to the garden, but which also are reliable and robust performers in the landscape. Many of the plants included are commonly seen in garden centers and catalogs, but in an effort to collect the very best, most useful, and most interesting perennials, this book also describes lesser-known species and cultivars. All are commercially available locally or by mail order.


Not all the plants included in this guide are equally exceptional in all categories, of course. A culturally demanding plant may be indispensable because of its unique look, its fragrance, or the glorious hue of its blooms. Similarly, a less aesthetically extraordinary plant may earn its place here because of its exceptional ability to cope with difficult conditions such as drought, summer humidity, or extreme winter cold. Some plants are essential because of their excellence as supporting actors: they may not be brilliant themselves, but they offer the benefit of reinforcing and height-ening the effect of those around them.


Nomenclature


The most basic step in selecting and obtaining a particular perennial is getting the name correct. That involves becoming comfortable with botanical nomenclature. It’s true that many of us use common (or English) names to identify individual plants when we discuss gardens among ourselves, but in communicating with nurseries and garden centers—and especially online—we are better advised to use the botanical (or Latin) nomenclature. Often the common name for a plant varies regionally or even within the same region: your beebalm may be someone else’s bergamot. These differences in common names lead to misunderstandings, so that what you receive in a shipment from a nursery is not always what you had anticipated. As a resident of a prairie state, for example, you may wish to plant the lavender flowers with aromatic leaves known locally as beebalm or bergamot; if you order it by that name, however, you are more likely to get a scarlet-flowered eastern wildflower. Order Monarda fistulosa, which is the botanical name for that prairie wildflower, and the nursery should not send you its eastern relative, Monarda didyma. And unlike common names that derive from folk tradition, the botanical names are assigned according to very definite sets of rules. These are the International Code of Botanical Nomenclature and the International Code of Nomenclature for Cultivated Plants, and they are regularly updated to ensure accuracy.
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Gaura, purple coneflowers, and other perennials decorate the beds of a formal garden at the Indianapolis Museum of Art, Indiana.





The use of botanical nomenclature offers another advantage to the gardener—it indicates the relationships between plants. Each plant’s botanical name, usually printed in italics, consists of two parts. The first part (Monarda, for example) is the genus name or generic epithet; this corresponds roughly to your family name, indicating the small group of immediate relatives to which the plant belongs. The second part of the botanical name (e.g., fistulosa), the species’ name or specific epithet, is similar to a personal name in that it establishes exactly which member of the group is under discussion. Plant species of the same genus share characteristics such as the structure and appearance of their flowers as well as adaptations to environmental conditions such as soil type and climate. For this reason, when you have determined that one species is suited to your garden, you may assume that other members of the same genus are probably good prospects, too.


Often a perennial will have a cultivar (or cultivated variety) name attached to its botanical name, as with Monarda didyma ‘Cambridge Scarlet’. This cultivar is a selection that has some desirable characteristic such as flower color or disease resistance, and so has been propagated and preserved intact. Some such selections “come true” from seed—seeds collected from a plant produce seedlings with the same desirable characteristic. More often, however, cultivars must be propagated vegetatively (asexually) by some method of cloning, such as division of the parent rootstock, root cuttings, or soft or hardwood cuttings taken from the original.


Many of the perennials listed in the following pages are hybrids—that is, they are the offspring of crossbreeding or the hybridizing of two distinct populations of a species or of two different species (Salvia ×sylvestris, for example, is the result of crossing S. nemerosa and S. pratensis). Occasionally, as in the case of ×Heucherella, the hybrids are crosses between two different genera (Heuchera and Tiarella). The goal of the plant breeder or hybridizer is to create a plant with the best qualities of both parents, and often hybrids exhibit advantages such as larger, more colorful, or more numerous flowers than either of the parents. Hybrids may possess a quality known as “hybrid vigor”—their mixed genetic parentage causes them to be extra vigorous, more adaptable, and often disease resistant, too. Many hybrids are also sterile and must be propagated vegetatively; these tend to be more consistent and uniform both in their appearance and their garden performance than species plants. On the down side, hybrid perennials may be more expensive than species perennials due to the extra work involved in producing them at the nursery. Increasing stock involves time-consuming and more laborious division or rooting cuttings.


Using this Book


The format of this book is focused on taking the reader step by step through the process of successful perennial selection. It begins, as any gardener should, with a broader survey designed to identify groups of plants that are both adapted to the conditions in the readers’ gardens and suited to their design goals. Accordingly, the individual perennials here are grouped together by genus. Note, too, that each genus is listed with its botanical family, a more inclusive category that indicates other genera to which a genus is related. If you find the plants of some genus particularly appealing or successful in your garden, you’ll surely want to explore their relatives.


Under each genus heading in this book, readers will find a succinct description of its attractions and benefits. Also included here are notes about any serious liabilities associated with that particular genus—even the most essential plant genus may suffer from susceptibility to insect pests and diseases, for example. Browsing these notes and scanning the photographs of the various perennials will allow you to identify quickly those that appeal to you. Occasionally this preamble may include a warning as well. Some genera, for example, may have proved too hardy and vigorous, becoming invasive in certain areas. If so, this fact is prominently noted. Historically, gardeners have been responsible for introducing many foreign (exotic) plants into their own countries. Japanese barberry (Berberis japonica) and purple loosestrife (Lythrum salicaria), for instance, have escaped from cultivation and proliferated freely, displacing natives and becoming threats to regional ecosystems. One of the missions of this book is to help gardeners ensure that this sort of mistake is not repeated. If in doubt about a particular perennial, contact your local Cooperative Extension Office (you can find the number in your phonebook, or at www.csrees.usda.gov/Extension).
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This patio garden at Plant Delights Nursery in North Carolina is created with assorted succulents planted in terra cotta pots for unified impact.





PLANT ATTRIBUTES


A number of characteristics play a central role in determining whether a particular perennial is likely to perform well in your garden; to simplify your selection process this book addresses these key characteristics at the beginning of each species description.
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A partially enclosed garden creates a romantic setting for lavenders, artemisias, and other hardy perennials in the Laking Garden at the Royal Botanical Gardens in Ontario, Canada.





•   Flower color and season of bloom. If a flower won’t please your eye or provide color when you want it to, then you will not want to grow it. The season of bloom is expressed as a range, from the season when you can expect flowering to begin to the season when you can expect it to end.


•   Height and width are expressed as ranges of inches or feet, such as 1.5–2 ft. × 18–30 in., which describes a plant that grows to a height of 1.5 to 2 feet and a width or spread of 18 to 30 inches. If the perennial won’t fit in the space you can give it, you don’t want to plant it.


•   The amount of light a perennial requires for healthy growth. Sun means that this particular plant requires exposure to at least six hours of direct sunlight a day, preferably from midmorning to midafternoon, when sunlight is most intense. Part shade means it will flourish with exposure to less than six hours of sun daily, but that it requires some direct sunlight or, alternatively, day-long dappled sunlight filtered through an intermittent canopy of high tree branches. Shade means that this species can subsist without any direct sunlight, just light reflected off trees, pavement, or buildings. By observing the conditions found in different parts of your garden, you can use these notes on light to determine if a particular plant is suited to the available location.


•   Winter hardiness is expressed as a range of zones, such as Z4–9; the zones correspond to geographical areas outlined on the USDA Plant Hardiness Zone Map (http://planthardiness.ars.usda.gov/PHZMWeb). This map uses the average coldest winter temperature experienced in each region to divide the United States into 13 zones (zone maps based on the USDA system are also available for other countries; for directions on obtaining these, turn to the resources section of this book). If a perennial is listed as hardy from zones 4 through 9, that means that if given an adequate site and care, typically it will persist from year to year within the area from the northern border of zone 4 to the southern border of zone 9. Snow cover acts as insulating mulch; plants growing in areas where snowfall is infrequent are more vulnerable to extreme cold and bitter winds. Winter temperatures also vary locally in response to altitude, proximity of large bodies of water, and garden microclimates. Treat hardiness ratings only as a guide.


In some instances you will find the letters HS (heat sensitive) following the zone description. This indicates that the perennial in question is sensitive to the combination of summer heat and humidity found throughout much of the southeastern United States. This plant may thrive in the warmer zones specified for it when grown in arid western climates, but it is a poor choice for regions with warm and humid summers. Alternatively, a plant may be exceptionally well adapted to regions of heat and humidity, in which case, the hardiness description will be followed with the letters HT (heat tolerant).


An additional consideration to keep in mind when considering a plant’s hardiness description is that when the USDA revised the Plant Hardiness Zone Map in 2012, it chose to use data that understates the recent warming of the US climate. While the zone map is the standard reference of the nursery industry and as such is indispensable when making decisions about plant selection, it is also worth consulting the National Arbor Day Foundation hardiness map (www.arborday.org/media/zones.cfm). The latter uses the same winter temperature zone system as the USDA map, but it reflects more accurately recent changes in the North American climate.
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At Chicago Botanic Garden, sweeps of late summer–blooming native perennials are planted right down to the water so they are reflected in the lake.
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In the New Jersey Colonial Park Gardens, copious plantings of bluebeards, black-eyed Susans, and Shasta daisies make fall gardens as exuberant as they are in spring.





OTHER INFORMATION


Following each species name, you will also find listed any obsolete or alternative botanical names (e.g., syn. Acanthus balcanicus, A. longifolius). Botanists are constantly revising and correcting the nomenclature—a plant known as one thing today may overnight become something else. Sometimes this is a mere updating or a consolidation of species names; in other cases plants may be assigned to new genera. For example, the huge Chrysanthemum genus has been split several times, so that many former members are now classified in Dendranthema, Argyranthemum, Tanacetum, and Leucanthemum. We have used the most up-to-date botanical nomenclature, but we include also the former names as some nurseries still sell the plants under those labels. In a few cases where the nursery industry as a whole has continued to use the obsolete name, this book lists the species under that name while noting the update. To eliminate any potential for confusion, we have included an index of such synonyms at the end of the book. At the start of each species description, you will also find the most widely used common names for that plant.


NATIVE RANGES


A good way to determine whether a perennial is likely to thrive for you is to check its native climate and habitat. Clearly, if you are planning a garden in a groomed woodland area, where you have cleared the brush and weed trees to let in more light, it would be wise to select plants native to open woodlands in climates similar to your own. Perennials for a meadow garden should be grassland or prairie plants; dryland perennials are the obvious choice for arid or semi-arid gardens. That’s why we have included (following the common names) information in each plant entry about the habitat and geographical area in which that species is found in the wild. Many gardeners choose to focus their attention only on plants native to their region. This greatly reduces the chance of introducing exotic invasive species into the local ecosystem, and can be a means of restoring natural biodiversity.


PLANT DESCRIPTION AND CULTURAL TIPS


After common names and native ranges, foliage is generally addressed next in each plant description because it has the most persistent influence on a plant’s visual impact—the flowers may be spectacular, but their season is limited, whereas the foliage is mostly a garden presence throughout the growing season; that of evergreen perennials shines through the winter, too. Floral descriptions may include technical terminology such as umbel or cyme that may not be familiar to the reader; they are easy to interpret with the illustrated endpapers that open and close the book.
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Low-growing sedums are the predominant plants in this green roof garden at the Oregon Garden in Silverton, Oregon.





Cultural information is critical and includes the type of soil the plant prefers, and its need (if any) for irrigation. Although the soil type recommended may vary from sandy to organic-enriched, and from dry to moist, in most instances the cultural tips call for one that is “well drained.” Soil drainage denotes the ease with which water passes through the soil, and that depends on how porous the soil is. Clay soil, composed of very fine particles, is naturally dense with small pores; any water deposited on it will pass through only very slowly—a soil of this kind is “poorly drained.” Soil with coarser particles, such as loam or a sandy soil, has larger pore spaces that allow water to pass through more quickly. The novice may wonder how a soil that is moist can also drain well. Particles of decomposed organic material (compost or rotted leaves, for example) in the soil act like sponges absorbing and retaining moisture. The addition of organic matter creates a soil that is both well drained and consistently moist. Such a soil will satisfy the needs of peonies and other perennials and also remain sufficiently moist to satisfy moisture-loving Japanese iris and hostas.


Additional information included in the genus descriptions includes usual propagation methods, tips about where to site the plants, and which plants are compatible companions. Notes on drought resistance, and deer and critter resistance are also included, along with any problems or pests. Below the species description, outstanding cultivars or hybrids are included. These are by no means comprehensive, but rather focus on noting the very best, a pool of selections that will provide the gardener with the most outstanding options.


Some plants included in this book, including colocasias (elephant ears), dahlias, and impatiens, have been regarded traditionally as annuals in chillier zones due to their sensitivity to cold. However, in mild zones where not subjected to significant winter cold, these plants perform as perennials. As American gardening has become less parochial over the last generation, these plants have reclaimed their true identity. Gardeners in cold-winter regions have come to value the perennial character of these tender plants as the fashion has arisen for using them as dramatic additions to summertime container displays (some refer to them as temperennials).


One further note: most of the plants included in this book are commonly seen in garden centers and catalogs, but in an effort to collect the very best and most useful perennials, this book also describes many lesser-known species and cultivars. All those described, however, are commercially available, at least in the form of seed on the Internet.





Perennial Basics



IN MANY RESPECTS, garden plants constitute what an investment adviser would describe as “fungible assets”—that is, they are interchangeable, at least in the sense that if you can grow one successfully, you can apply those same techniques to others. You can, for example, use the skills you perfected in growing tomatoes to grow other annuals such as petunias (which are, in fact, close relatives of tomatoes). But when you move on to more dissimilar plants, you do have to make adjustments. Cultivating orchids with exactly the same techniques you perfected with cacti will result in disappointment.


That may seem obvious, but many gardeners who have developed their skills on annuals and food crops don’t bother to inform themselves about the special needs of perennials before they begin to invest in them, and the results can be painful. What follows is a rundown of special points that gardeners new to perennials—or even those with more experience—should keep in mind when embarking on perennial gardening.


From the Ground Up


When cultivating annuals or vegetables, you have the opportunity to refresh and redig the soil (if necessary) every growing season. With perennials, however, this is not possible, so extra care must be taken to prepare the soil well and thoroughly before planting.


The details of soil preparation will depend partly on what sorts of perennials you plan to grow. A soil test is the first step in designing any perennial planting (this can be done at nominal cost from your state’s Cooperative Extension Service or from the agricultural division of your state’s land-grant university). It will tell you your soil’s pH (it’s relative acidity) and type (loam, clay, silt, or sand, or any combination of these)—both will determine which types of perennials will grow there successfully. Some gardeners insist on trying to modify their soil to suit their favorite plants, but typically this involves a great deal of work and expense, and rarely produces results as good as selecting plants that are adapted to the kind of soil you already have.


One requirement that is common for the vast majority of perennials is the need for a well-drained soil. There are exceptions, and these have been noted in this book’s plant descriptions, but they are few. A definition of what constitutes a well-drained soil has been included in the introduction to this book. You’ll know that the soil in your garden or prospective border doesn’t qualify if it puddles up or remains waterlogged overnight or even longer after at least an inch of rain has fallen.


If necessary, there are several ways to improve the drainage of your soil:


•   Apply a layer of decomposed organic material, such as compost or leaf mold, to a depth of several inches. Dig this in about 8 in. or more deep; it will help to increase the porosity of the soil. By increasing the soil’s bulk, it helps to raise the surface of the treated area above its surroundings, allowing gravity to pull the water out of the soil more efficiently.


•   If you are planting species that prefer a sandy or gritty soil—those recommended for rock gardens generally require such conditions—improve the existing drainage by digging in a fifty-fifty mixture of organic matter and coarse, sharp sand or grit. Coarse sand is sold by masonry supply companies, and turkey grit is available from feed stores. Avoid the sand sold in bags at the big-box home and garden stores as it is too fine to be effective and, if the existing soil is clayey, will turn it into something like concrete.


•   The classic location for a rock garden is on a sunny slope. A sloping site enhances the drainage of the soil naturally by allowing excess water to run off.


•   To improve the drainage of soils in a flat or low-lying area, installing raised beds is the most effective technique. To make a raised bed, heap up the soil so that it sits above the level of the surrounding ground, thus enabling excess water to drain away. In a formal design, raised beds may be edged and contained with timber, bricks, or stones; an informal effect can be achieved by grading the edges of the raised area into a stable slope. To be effective, soil in a raised bed should stand at least 6 in. higher than its surroundings; in really damp locations, 8 in. is better.


An additional advantage of a raised bed is that the soil warms up more quickly in spring. Thus the growing season is lengthened in chilly northern or high-altitude climates, which can be a significant advantage for perennials planted there. However, due to their enhanced drainage, raised beds are also more susceptible to drought, and require more frequent irrigation during dry seasons.
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Succulents can be used in a variety of garden locations. Here at the Thomas Hobbs residence in Vancouver, Canada, they present an unusual feature of the garden.





Shopping for Perennials


The prime key to success with perennials is to start out with healthy, pest- and disease-free stock. This is critical with perennials since you expect to grow them in the garden for several years; an under-performing weakling may dog you for a long time. Taking full advantage of the perennials described in this book means coming to terms with bare-root (no soil on the roots) nursery stock. This is a traditional but somewhat outdated method of raising perennials in which plants are field grown, dug when dormant, and kept in cold storage over the winter. In late winter or early spring, the still-dormant plants have the soil washed from their roots, and are packed and shipped to customers. These are not the most inspiring sight when you first remove them from their shipping containers. In fact, with their brown roots and withered remains of last year’s leaves, new arrivals may appear lifeless to a novice. However, if the nursery has handled and packed the plants carefully, and if you plant them promptly upon receipt, the survival rate of bare-root plants is excellent. After recovery, they’ll start into growth fast. Such plants do, however, require special treatment during transplanting into your garden:


1.  When a shipment arrives from the grower, open the box immediately and inspect the contents. If the plants inside seem dry, moisten them. Set the box in a cool place, such as a basement or garage, until you can find time to plant the contents. If the plants are moldy or decaying at the time of arrival, call the retailer and demand replacements.


2.  Don’t procrastinate. Ideally, bare-root plants should be planted within a day of their arrival on your doorstep. Kept moist and cool, bare-root plants will generally survive a few days without planting, but every day of delay decreases the odds of success. If the plants arrive when the garden soil is unsuitable (frozen or just thawed, or too cold and wet to be worked) pot them, water them, and hold them in a sheltered sunny spot until you can plant them. They will be fine for several weeks if kept moist.


3.  Stand bare-root plants in a bucket of water for a couple of hours before planting to rehydrate the roots. They are likely to have become somewhat desiccated during storage and shipping.


4.  To plant, dig a hole in a well-prepared bed, deep enough and wide enough to accommodate the roots of the plant. Mound soil into a cone in the center of the hole, and set the plant on top, draping the roots over the sides. Position the plant so that its crown—the point where the stem and roots connect—is at or just below the level of the surrounding bed. Refill the hole with soil, gently working it in, over, and among the roots with your fingertips. Firm all around gently with your foot.


5.  Water well. If the soil settles as it absorbs the water, top up with more soil as necessary, and water again. In a sunny position, drape floating row cover material over the plant to protect it from sunburn and dehydration for the first week or so.


Today, however, most perennials are container grown—raised in pots rather than in the ground—which does offer some advantages. If properly cared for, they can sit for weeks in a nursery’s yard without harm, which extends the shopping and planting season, and makes impulse purchases possible. Container-grown plants are sold while in active growth, so it is easier for an inexperienced shopper to tell whether they are healthy. Here are some easily observed clues that reveal the status of a plant’s health:
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A monochromatic scene becomes more interesting when the plants differ in shape and habit, as seen here at Chicago Botanic Garden.





•   When shopping at the local garden center or retail nursery, fight the temptation to select the largest specimens. Extra-large plants, out of scale and too large for their containers, have been sitting in their pots too long; this neglect stunts the plant’s growth and has long-term effects on their health and vigor. Roots emerging from the drainage holes in the bottom of a container are another sign that the plant has been in the container too long.


•   Always inspect the roots of any plant you contemplate buying. With the nursery’s permission, slip the plant out of its nursery pot—the roots should be crisp and white, reaching out over the exterior of the soil ball but not overly long so that they’ve wrapped themselves around it. That condition, known as being “pot bound,” also indicates that the plant has been left too long in its container.


•   Check the leaves—tops and bottoms—and along the stems for insects or insect eggs; flecks of discoloration on the leaves can also be a sign of insect infestation. Bringing home infested plants releases pests into your garden that may prove difficult to eradicate.


•   Unless you are inspecting a cultivar that is supposed to feature variegated foliage, yellowing leaves or ones blotched with pale patches are signs of trouble. Such off-colored leaves may be a sign of disease or mistreatment by the retailer; in either case you don’t want that plant in your garden.


In addition, container-grown plants forgive procrastination; if you leave them in the shade on the porch for a few days and keep them watered until you have time to get them in the ground, container-grown plants seldom suffer any significant harm—that said, make the time delay as short as possible.
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Raised beds at Robinson York State Herb Garden at Cornell Plantations in Ithaca, NY, allow the viewer to get up close and personal with the plants, especially important in fragrance gardens or those designed for the sight impaired.





Relying on container-grown perennials to stock your garden, however, entails a couple of serious disadvantages. They tend to be more expensive than their bare-root equivalents, and some mail-order nurseries prefer to ship plants bare root because it is much more economical to do so. Consequently, customers of container-grown plants are forced to rely mainly on local retail nurseries and garden centers that may stock only a small selection of top sellers. If you want not just a phlox, but a phlox that is mildew-resistant and has flowers of a particular shade of lavender or pink, you’ll probably have to shop by mail order. Similarly, if you want not just the most popular perennials, but those best adapted to your conditions and needs, you may have to shop by mail order.
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Here the beautiful fountain is the focal point of the scene, with assorted perennials playing second fiddle.





For a listing of a few reliable mail-order nurseries, see the book’s resources section. Keep in mind, however, that this business is subject to constant change, and a large number of small specialist firms have not been listed in this book. Be adventurous in your mail-order shopping, but keep track of the performance of the nurseries you patronize. Some do a better job of storing, packing, and shipping bare-root plants, which is reflected in the higher survival rate (and sometimes price) of their plants. The many gardening forums on the Internet are helpful with this kind of shopping; many include nursery reviews detailing other gardeners’ experiences.
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The dark foliage and tall vertical spires of Actaea ‘James Compton’ set off the rounded clumps of Helianthus ‘Lemon Queen’.
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Perennials nestled against rocks benefit from a cool root run.





Maintenance


Because of their distinctive, cyclical pattern of growth, perennials require a somewhat different kind of care from annuals or woody plants.


WINTER VS. SUMMER HARDINESS


Because our gardening tradition came to us mostly from northern Europe, Americans have focused on tolerance for winter cold as the criterion of a plant’s hardiness. This attitude is reflected in the USDA Plant Hardiness Zone Map, which defines its geographical zones by the average lowest winter temperatures experienced in each region. If a plant is rated as “hardy to zone 5,” it will tolerate the coldest temperatures it will encounter, on average, in any region of the United States that the USDA (Department of Agriculture) has included in that zone. Similar maps have been developed for Canada and Britain and may be found at www.plantmaps.com, and the Australian National Botanic Gardens have created a plant hardiness map for their continent. It defines zones by somewhat different criteria from those used by the USDA, but includes a tool for correlating the two systems.


This continues to be a useful guide to the likelihood of any perennial’s survival in a given region. But as southern parts of our country have come to play a larger role in American gardening, summer hardiness has become an issue too. An inch-deep layer of some organic mulch, including pine needles or shredded bark, helps keep the soil moist and cool, protecting perennials against high summer temperatures; siting plants so they receive some afternoon shade from deciduous trees when sunlight is particularly intense is also beneficial—deciduous shade is preferable as it allows the plants to enjoy winter sun during short days.


The combination of heat and humidity experienced in the summer throughout much of the southeastern United States is particularly challenging to many perennials. It’s best to select plants that are adapted to this sort of climate. In addition, provide protective afternoon shade, grow plants in raised beds to improve free-air circulation, thus reducing the effects of summer humidity, and top-dress humidity-sensitive plants with sand, gravel, or grit to enable surface moisture to drain quickly—this looks particularly appropriate in rock gardens.


IRRIGATION


Gardeners whose experience has been principally with annuals and vegetables will find that the styles of watering they used successfully with those plants are less beneficial when applied to perennials. Annuals and most vegetables complete their life cycle in a single growing season and so respond best to generous watering and fertilization. Perennials, on the other hand, aside from those recommended for xeriscapes and dry soils, need adequate and consistent moisture for satisfactory growth and flowering; too generous irrigation results in soft growth. This leaves plants susceptible to pests and diseases, and also prone to sprawl.
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Astilbes and Russian sage appear to be growing at the feet of the magnificent Aesculus parviflora shrub. In fact they are at different planting levels separated by the wall.





Fundamental to supplying your perennials the level of moisture they prefer is thorough preparation of the soil before planting. Dig and amend the soil to a depth of at least 10 in.—ideally twice the length of your spade—through double digging. In situations where shallow soil makes that impractical, deepen the layer of fertile, porous soil by spreading layers of amendments over the beds and forking them in—or create raised beds.


The amendments you add will depend on the preferences of the plants you intend to grow. For most rock-garden plants and those that prefer a gritty or sandy soil, the principal amendment should be coarse, sharp sand combined with a modest amount of poultry grit. For perennials that prefer a woodland-type soil (organic enriched and evenly moist), a fitting amendment is decomposed organic matter, such as compost, leaf mold, or sphagnum peat. In either case, the goal is to create soil that naturally retains the level of moisture preferred by the plants grown in it.


With a properly prepared soil, irrigation should be deep and infrequent. An inch of water administered once a week during periods of hot, dry weather is sufficient for perennials that require a moist soil; similarly, deep watering once every two weeks or even less during droughts should satisfy a xeriscape. An easy way to test if the irrigation has penetrated through the root zone is to poke a metal rod into the soil—it will slip with relatively little resistance through wet soils and stop penetrating when its tip encounters dry soil.


But it’s not only how much water you apply, but how you apply it that’s important. Soaker hoses or drip irrigation systems apply water directly to the soil surface. They not only minimize water lost to evaporation during irrigation but also avoid wetting plant foliage, reducing the danger of infection and spread of fungal diseases. When irrigating really dry soils, as in xeric conditions, it is most effective to apply water in two stages. Allow the first application to soak through the soil before applying the second. This deepens penetration and reduces water loss to surface runoff.
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Plants that prefer dry conditions such as lavender thrive in dry walls to dramatic effect at Powell Gardens in Kingsville, MO.





PINCHING AND DEADHEADING


The tasks of pinching and deadheading both involve narrowly targeted, low-impact pruning that requires very little labor. However, if completed in a timely fashion, these tactics greatly enhance the form and bloom of many perennials.


Pinching consists of removing the growing tip from a plant stem with your thumb and fingertip or with a pair of clippers. The result is to awaken dormant buds farther back along the stem and encourage branching, leading to more compact, bushier growth. This makes the plant stouter, reducing or even eliminating the need for staking, and often increases flowering.


Late-blooming perennials such as chrysanthemums, asters, and sedums are commonly treated this way. Otherwise they are likely to produce long, floppy stems rather than the more attractive cushion-like growth for which such plants are known. These examples are pinched at 6 in. tall, and again as the stems add each new 6-in. increment, until early July when flower buds should be allowed to develop. Summer-blooming perennials that tend to flop, such as summer phlox and beebalms, benefit from a curtailed version of this treatment: shear stems back by half in midspring (known as the Chelsea chop) to encourage sturdier growth.


Perennial species that bear their leaves in basal rosettes and their flowers on long, upright spikes do not respond positively to pinching. Among these unpinchables are columbines, astilbes, delphiniums, daylilies, coral bells, hostas, irises, foxgloves, and dianthus.


Deadheading is more of an ad hoc process that is applicable to virtually all perennials—it just involves snipping or pinching off spent or aging flowers as they fade. Most plants stop producing flowers as they begin to set seed; by preventing them from reaching this point, deadheading helps extend bloom time. Spike-forming perennials—delphiniums, monkshood, and the like—are best deadheaded to the base of the spike to encourage later bloom on laterals; those that have solitary flowerheads on long stems, such as coreopsis and other daisies, are deadheaded to the base of the leafless stem—don’t just pop off the heads, which leaves an ugly “porcupine” effect. On other perennials, look for shoots emerging lower down the stem, and cut the spent one just above it. In many cases (as noted in the species entries) the more drastic treatment of shearing a plant back by a third or a half after bloom time will provoke a burst of new growth and often a second round of flowering.
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Where there is plenty of room, break it up into more visually manageable spaces. Attractive trellises are dividers, and provide vertical accents to draw the eye upward at the Laking Garden at the Royal Botanical Gardens in Ontario, Canada.
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This simple color scheme of variegated hostas with evergreens complements the white birch trunks to perfection.
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Informal red poppies and billowy blue catmint add just enough color to this parkland setting at Chanticleer Garden in Pennsylvania.
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Plant ornamental onions in a substantial group to ensure a spectacular display, as shown here at Stonecrop Gardens, Cold Spring, NY.
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Massed plants make quite an impact.





STAKING AND SUPPORT


Taller perennials, especially the more spectacular, spike-flowering types such as delphiniums, monkshood, and foxgloves, may require support to keep flower stems from toppling, especially on windy sites. Staking is also an effective way to keep heavy-headed flowers such as peonies from sprawling.


Staking is an art form. The secret of providing effective and unobtrusive support for your plants is to do your installations early in the season. Plants will then grow up, through, and around the stakes or other support, camouflaging them so that they provide an internal structural skeleton or corset while the plants preserve a natural appearance. Waiting until the plants are already sprawling or on the verge of collapse, and then cinching them with stakes and twine, yields a constricted, unnatural look.


The traditional means of supporting perennials is called brushing up. Find some brushy twigs—short and branching wild cherry and birch are favorites, but virtually any twiggy branches will work. Clip them to a length so that the tops stand a few inches below the expected height of the plant, adding perhaps an extra 10 in. to allow enough length to anchor them in the ground. Insert the branches around and among the stems of each perennial that needs support, pushing the bases firmly into the ground. This process, also known as pea-sticking, is effective for clump-forming and mounded perennials, including chrysanthemums, coreopsis, asters, and summer phlox. A less laborious, but more expensive, alternative is to encircle the plants with circular metal supports sold as peony rings. These wire rings with wire legs vary in diameter. Position the ring over the newly sprouted perennial in spring and push the legs into the soil so that the ring is about 6 in. or so above the soil surface. As the stems grow, the legs of the ring can be slipped up a bit with them. There are many other staking products on the market, as well; choose what works best for you.


Support spike-forming perennials, such as delphiniums, individually with bamboo or metal stakes pushed into the ground near the base of the plant in spring. As the flowering spikes emerge, tie them loosely to the stakes in a figure 8 with soft twine; as the spikes grow, retie every foot or so. Avoid tying too tightly and bruising—or worse, breaking the stems.
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Large plant masses take on importance when delimited by short evergreen hedges at Sarah P. Duke Gardens, Durham, NC.
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Native plants are valuable for more than their beauty, but also for their place in the ecosystem. Beautiful late-blooming smooth aster is a source of nectar for migrating butterflies.
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Along a shaded path at Chicago Botanic Garden, white astilbes brighten the way. Blocks of plants not quite opposite each other entice the viewer to explore what lies ahead.





WINTER AND SUMMER MULCHES


The benefits of organic mulch to perennials in summertime has already been mentioned. It’s worth noting that by insulating the soil and reducing evaporation of soil moisture into the atmosphere, an organic mulch can reduce the need for summertime irrigation by as much as half. As the mulch decomposes, it slowly adds humus to the surface soil. In a garden where chemicals are used with restraint, earthworms flourish and carry decomposing organic matter down to their burrows, thus adding to the organic content of the soil and improving soil drainage.


A winter mulch, applied in very late fall, is a lifesaver for perennials in cold-winter regions. Dormant perennials cope better with consistent cold than with rapid temperature fluctuations and the resulting cycle of freeze, thaw, and refreeze. Wait until the ground is frozen, then apply an insulating blanket of evergreen boughs or several inches of a loose, fast-draining mulch (straw, shredded leaves, etc.) and your borders will overwinter well with little damage. Remove the mulch in early spring as new growth begins.


Unsold Christmas trees, mostly available free and often in bulk the day after Christmas, are excellent and economical sources of winter mulch material. Watch for neighbors putting out their discarded trees for collection—a little tinsel here and there will not affect the plants (and it provides construction material for nesting birds).


COPING WITH PESTS AND DISEASES


The best defense against the twin threats of pests and diseases is to plant healthy specimens of resistant plants, and then provide good care. Insects can sense when a plant’s natural defense system has been compromised by stressors such as drought or inadequate light, and predators will deliberately target these vulnerable victims. Weak plants are also more susceptible to diseases and less able to cope with them once infected. Weeds serve as hosts for insect pests, and compete for resources, starving adjacent desirable plants. Avoid overly generous fertilization and irrigation that encourages soft, lush growth that makes the garden a target for insect pests, deer, and other browsing animals.


Even the best-cultivated gardens, however, sometimes fall prey to such invaders. It is important that you deal promptly with any infestations before they become too general or entrenched. A good policy is to inspect the garden for pests and diseases daily. Information about possible pests and diseases is included in the species descriptions in this book to help the gardener identify incipient problems promptly.
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Of all the garden perennials, peonies are among the most popular. ‘Do Tell’ is a winner.





Methods for controlling pests and diseases continue to evolve, often rapidly, as older pesticides lose their effectiveness or are taken off the market, and biological controls are developed and introduced. To secure the most up-to-date information about pest and disease control, contact your state’s Cooperative Extension Service—most local offices keep a horticulturist on staff or can refer gardeners to an appropriate specialist with the state university system. Help with the diagnosis of what is troubling your plant and advice on recommended responses is usually free and, above all, reliable. Contact information has been included in the book’s resources section.


Propagation


Having bought a plant that turns out to be a favorite, you will probably want to have more of the same. Of course you can always buy more, but it is more economical and fun to increase your own. This is known as propagation, and may be vegetative or asexual by several methods, or sexual by seed.


DIVIDING PERENNIALS


Division is a simple procedure that allows gardeners to increase their stock of perennials; it also reinvigorates some species, returning aging specimens to a younger, healthier type of growth. Division produces offspring that are genetically identical to the parent plant. This method is ideal to propagate cultivars or hybrids that do not reproduce true to type by seed, but isn’t applicable to all perennials. Taprooted plants such as poppies, sea hollies, and hollyhocks typically resent any disturbance to their roots. When division is inappropriate, this fact has been noted in the individual entries in this book.


Divide fibrous-rooted perennials such as summer phlox by inserting a pair of garden forks, back to back, into the excavated root mass and prying it apart into two pieces; with a large clump, this process may be repeated one or more times to subdivide the root mass into a number of pieces. Save the healthiest divisions.


Some perennials, including anchusa and campions, prove short lived unless reinvigorated by division every three or four years. The plants die out in the center of the clump after a couple of years; remedy this by digging and separating the strongest outside pieces from the clump and discarding the dead center.


Timing is crucial to the success of this operation. In cold-winter regions, early spring, just as new growth is emerging, is usually the best time to divide perennials, as the leaves and stems are still small and less easily damaged, and the root systems are full of stored energy that helps the divisions recover and make new growth. Spring divisions have an entire growing season to reestablish, before facing the challenge of winter. In hot and dry climates, with mild winters and torrid, droughty summers, early fall can be a better season to divide perennials. Some perennials such as bearded and Siberian irises, Asiatic lilies, daylilies, summer phlox, Jacob’s ladders, Oriental poppies, and herbaceous peonies prefer fall division, regardless of climate.


PROPAGATION BY CUTTINGS


Another method of increasing stock is by taking cuttings. These may be made from soft, young growth, from semi-ripe growth that is slightly hardened at the base, or from hardwood cuttings, which are reserved for woody plants. For a few perennials, Oriental poppies for example, root cuttings can be taken from fat roots, usually in winter.


Soft wood or stem cuttings and basal cuttings are pieces of stem or young shoots that are cut off the mother plant. Trim cuttings to about 3–6 in. long, depending upon the species, cutting preferably just below a node where leaves emerge. Remove the bottom leaves, dip the base in rooting compound (to stimulate root production) and tap off excess, then insert the cuttings into a container of seed mix, sand, or peat or perlite mix (this is called sticking). Gently firm the cuttings and water from below or lightly from on top. Place the containers in plastic bags, blow up, and seal. Place them in a shaded spot until rooting occurs. Most species take at least two to four weeks or more to root, although chrysanthemums, for instance, root from 2- to 3-in. cuttings in a week if conditions are ideal.


Semi-ripe cuttings are taken much the same way, although the cuttings are probably longer. These are often taken with a heel—that is, with a piece of the mother stem attached. Strip the side branch from the mother, pulling downward to take a short spur of tissue with the cutting. Trim it up before sticking.


Root cuttings are taken from species such as anchusa, bleeding heart, and some peonies that have thick, fleshy roots. Look for roots that are about as thick as a pencil, sever a few pieces, and trim them up. Make a slanted cut at the end of the root that was closest to the plant and a horizontal cut at the other end. The roots can then be laid horizontally on top of a rooting soil mix and covered to about the depth of their thickness. Water carefully.


Layering is a method used to increase some perennials, especially dianthus. Bend the stem down if necessary, then nick no more than a third of the way through the underside of it with a sharp knife or razor blade. Open the wound and sprinkle a little rooting hormone on the cut, then peg it down to the soil (a hairpin or opened paperclip works well). Cover the wounded section with a mound of mixed soil, peat, and sand, and keep evenly moist until rooting occurs.


STARTING FROM SEEDS


Starting plants from seed is an economical and easy—albeit slow—way to furnish your perennial beds. The caveat is that sexual reproduction (seed production) results in some reshuffling of genetic material. Offspring will be variable and not always exact copies of their parents. Plant breeders, however, have created many desirable hybrid strains, which can be relied upon to come true and which are sold as seed. Propagation by seed is arguably the best way to secure a quantity of plants for a wild or meadow garden; by introducing genetic variability into your planting, it increases its resilience to pests, diseases, and extreme weather. No matter what the challenge, a less homogenous, seed-propagated population is likely to contain some individuals with natural resistance; conversely a garden planted with a handful of spectacular cloned (genetically uniform), named cultivars may be more susceptible.


As a rule, the instructions printed on the seed packet offer a good guide to the proper treatment of that particular perennial. The following tricks, however, may be helpful to ensure your success. Start the seeds indoors, in shallow containers (with drainage holes in the bottom, of course) filled with your favorite soilless seed-starting mix. Starting indoors produces the best results because you can protect the germinating seeds from fluctuations in temperature and moisture, as well as from insects and birds. These mixes are naturally sterile and greatly reduce the danger of fungi that might attack newly sprouted seedlings. A dressing of milled sphagnum or coarse grit also reduces the threat of damping off, a fungal disease. Fluorescent fixtures, outfitted with a combination of “warm-white” and “cool-white” tubes provides a nearly ideal light source.


The following are some ideas for pre-treatments that will help you get the most from your seeds:


•   Some seeds, including baptisia, thermopsis, and hardy geraniums, have thick, hard seed coats that prevent water from penetrating, causing delayed germination. Scarify the seed coats by rubbing the seeds lightly over coarse sandpaper; then soak them in water overnight prior to sowing to increase both the speed and rate of germination.


•   To delay germination until spring arrives, the seeds of perennials that evolved in very harsh climates often remain dormant and require a winter-like period of moisture and chilling (stratification) to break dormancy. To satisfy this requirement, after sowing the seeds enclose the containers in sealed plastic bags and store them in the refrigerator or outdoors for winter chill for a minimum of eight weeks. If germination doesn’t occur when the containers are brought back into warmer temperatures, don’t throw them out—they may simply need another chilling cycle.


•   Gentle, even warmth enhances the germination rate of many perennial seeds. The best way to provide this is to set your seed-starting containers on a waterproof, thermostatically controlled heating mat—these devices are available from many nurseries and horticultural supply companies, as well as some mail-order seed catalogs. Failing that, you can put them on top of the refrigerator, but make sure to monitor them closely.





Perennials A–Z
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Acanthus



Acanthaceae


bear’s breech


One of the most architectural of perennials, bear’s breech’s bold leaves—variously lobed, cut, and divided, some tipped with spines—inspired the decorative foliage on Corinthian column capitals. The bracted, tubular flowers, borne in dramatic spikes above the foliage, are mostly white, often almost concealed by a purple or mauve hood, and are excellent for cut flowers, fresh or dried.


These are not plants for tight conditions or for the faint of heart. Bear’s breech can take over a small space and is considered by some to be invasive, especially on favorable sites—its tenacious roots are almost impossible to eradicate. Established plants tolerate drought well, though good drainage is critical. In cold-winter climates, apply a protective winter mulch.


A fine subject for large containers for a deck or patio, bear’s breech also stands out massed beside lightly shaded driveways or on the edge of woodlands, where it can spread freely. In flower borders, protect from intense sun. Garden phlox, upright milky campanula, and meadow rue are good back-of-the-border companions. Underplant with geranium ‘Rozanne’ or sweet woodruff. Seldom browsed by deer.


Propagate by division or by detaching young plants from the base in spring or fall. Sow seed in spring, or take root cuttings when the plants are dormant.


Acanthus hungaricus


syn. A. balcanicus, A. longifolius


•  white, purple


•  late spring to summer


•  3–4 ft. × 3 ft.


•  sun, part shade


•  Z6–10


Balkan bear’s breech. Southeastern Europe. Clumps of deeply divided, dull green leaves are thistle like but lack spines. White flowers are hooded with plum bracts equipped with spines.


Acanthus mollis


•  white, purple


•  late spring to summer


•  4 ft. × 3 ft.


•  sun, part shade


•  Z7–10, HS


Bear’s breech. Southeastern Europe, northwestern Africa. Deeply lobed, glossy leaves to 2 ft. long. Slow to establish, especially when grown from seed. Intolerant of heat coupled with humidity.


‘Hollard’s Gold’ emerges with bright gold foliage in spring, which unfortunately matures to green. Can be used as a startling focal point to contrast with ostrich fern (Matteuccia struthiopteris) in light shade, or as a specimen or container plant. Spikes of white and wine-colored flowers rise to 5 ft. tall all summer long.


‘Rue Ledan’ thrives in hot, humid conditions. Clumps of handsome, shiny leaves may reach 3 ft. across. Spikes of pure white flowers rise to 3 ft. Not as heat tolerant. Z6–8.


‘Whitewater’ bears eye-catching, deeply cut leaves generously splashed and tipped with white, and white-and-pink snapdragon-like flowers in summer. Tough, excellent in difficult areas.


Acanthus spinosus


syn. A. spinossissimus


•  white, purple


•  summer


•  3–4 ft. × 2–3 ft.


•  sun, part shade


•  Z6–9


Bear’s breech. Eastern Mediterranean. This species does not establish quickly but is worth the wait. The thistle-like, dark green leaves are glossy and variably spiny.
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Acanthus spinosus





Other Notable Cultivars


‘Holland Days’, often listed under Acanthus spinosus, has deeply cut, sharply pointed (but not spiny) leaves, and purple-bracted, white flowers. Ideal for smaller gardens, but beware of its invasive tendencies. 1 ft. × 3 ft. Z6–10.


‘Summer Beauty’ sports huge, deeply cut, shiny, dark leaves; 4- to 6-foot flower stems with mauve-bracted, white flowers. Tolerates southern heat and humidity. Z6–10.


Achillea


Asteraceae


yarrow


Summer-blooming yarrows are major players in sunny ornamental gardens. Their ease of culture and sturdy constitution reward beginners and experienced gardeners alike. A few low-growing species, such as Achillea ageratifolia and A. tomentosa ‘King Edward’, are best suited to rock gardens, but the majority of yarrows are upright and suitable for mixed and perennial borders, and butterfly, wildlife, and cutting gardens.


Foliage is green or silvery gray-green, finely divided, and has an aromatic odor that deters browsing by deer and rabbits. Fibrous flower stems are crowned with flattened simple or compound heads of colorful, little daisy flowers, the outer all female and the inner bisexual and mostly yellow. Excellent as fresh or dried cut flowers; harvest in the cool of the day, taking flowers on which pollen is visible for longest vase life.


Yarrows thrive in most well-drained soils and tolerate drought when established. Also tolerant of salty winds, and excellent in coastal gardens. For best results, grow in full sun with lean soil; poor drainage and rich soil encourages soft, disease-prone growth that may need staking. After blooms are spent, deadhead to the ground. To maintain vigor, divide plants every two to three years.


Complement yellow-flowered achilleas with blue delphiniums, red hot pokers, monkshood, and bellflowers, or create a monochromatic design with yellow coreopsis, goldenrods, and yellow-toned daylilies. Pink and red yarrows are handsome planted with daylilies of similar hues; the habits and flower shapes contrast well.


Propagate named cultivars and hybrids by division or soft cuttings in spring; sow seed of species in spring.


Achillea filipendulina


syn. A. eupatorium


•  yellow


•  early summer to early fall


•  3–4 ft. × 2–3 ft.


•  sun


•  Z3–9


Fern-leaf yarrow. Caucasus. Rosettes of aromatic, deeply cut, greenish foliage give rise to strong stems topped with 4- to 5-in.-wide, golden flowerheads. Requires lean, very well-drained soil.


‘Cloth of Gold’ has brilliant yellow flowerheads. Tolerates very light shade. Comes true from seed. 4–5 ft. tall.


‘Gold Plate’ is one of the tallest yarrows, with 6-in.-wide heads of bright golden flowers. Tolerates heat and humidity well. Z3–8.


‘Parker’s Variety’ is another fine selection with large, golden flowerheads. 4–5 ft. Z3–8.


Achillea grandifolia


•  white


•  summer to late summer


•  3–4 ft. × 2 ft.


•  sun


•  Z5–8


White yarrow. Turkey and the Balkans. An uncommon species worth seeking out. Large, fern-like, cut, gray-green leaves; strong stems bear 3-in.-wide heads of clean white flowers. Great companion for vibrant echinaceas, daylilies, and checker mallows.


Achillea millefolium


•  white


•  summer to early fall


•  2–2.5 ft. × 4 ft.


•  sun


•  Z3–9


Common yarrow, sneezeweed, soldier’s friend. Temperate regions. Weedy, a poor garden plant but parent of many fine selections and hybrids. Divide every two to three years to maintain vigor.


‘Apfelblute’ (‘Apple Blossom’) has soft lilac to rose flowerheads, and green foliage. Excellent for massing.


‘Apricot Delight’, sometimes called ‘Tutti Frutti’, has salmon, deep and light pink heads of flowers above grayish foliage. Compact, suitable for containers. 15 in. tall.


‘Oertels Rose’ sports strong, non-fading pink flowers. 12–24 in tall.
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Achillea millefolium ‘Oertels Rose’





‘Paprika’ has dusty red flowers in 2- to 3-in. heads. Mid-green foliage. Pinch to control height, especially in hot, humid climates. Deadhead for rebloom. 18–36 in tall.


Seduction Series is a strain bred for their stellar performance in the hot, humid climates of the Southeast. Sturdy, upright, and compact. 18–24 in. Z4–8.


Achillea ptarmica


•  white


•  early summer to fall


•  18–24 in. × 24 in.


•  sun, part shade


•  Z3–9


Sneezeweed, sneezewort, bridewort. Europe. With 2- to 3-in.-long, lanceolate, green leaves and branched stems, sneezeweed is not the average yarrow. Loose clusters of button-like, single or double, white flowers top slender stems like a bouquet. The foliage has been chewed to quiet a toothache or dried for use as snuff. May spread in average soil; best where the soil is poor and dry. The double forms are most popular.


‘Ballerina’, a dwarf version of 2-ft.-tall ‘Angel’s Breath’, is a baby’s breath lookalike. Long blooming. Deadhead to prevent self-seeding. 12 in. tall.


‘Perry’s White’. Pure white, double flowers make this superior to rather dingy ‘The Pearl’. Upright and vigorous but may become floppy; provide support. 30 in. tall.


‘Stephanie Cohen’ may be listed under Achillea sibirica. Pale pink flowers are carried in clusters 2–4 in. across. Named for American horticulturist Stephanie Cohen. 15–24 in. tall.


Achillea tomentosa


•  yellow


•  summer


•  8–15 in. × 18 in.


•  sun


•  Z3–9, HS


Woolly yarrow, dwarf yarrow. Western Asia, southern Europe. Evergreen mat-former with aromatic, gray foliage finely divided and covered with soft hairs. Clusters of bright yellow flowers attract birds and butterflies throughout the summer. Site in poor, free-draining soil. Excellent in rock gardens, but it has invasive tendencies. Drought tolerant; ideal for xeriscapes.


‘Aurea’, golden creeping yarrow, bears lemon-yellow flowers on 6- to 10-in. stems. ‘Maynard’s Gold’ may be a synonym.


‘Goldie’ has bright golden flowers. 6–8 in tall.


‘King Edward’. An old cultivar, often listed as Achillea ×lewisii. Creamy-yellow flowers. 8 in tall.


Other Notable Cultivars


Anthea (‘Anblo’) is a heat-tolerant, clump-forming British hybrid with summer to early fall bloom. Pale yellow flowerheads, 3 in. wide; soft silvery foliage. Deadhead or cut plants by half after the first flush. 18–28 in. × 36 in. Z3–9.


‘Coronation Gold’ (Achillea clypeolata hort. × A. filipendulina). Perhaps the most popular yarrow for long-lasting cut flowers. Plate-like, 3- to 4-in. inflorescences in late spring to late summer. Aromatic, gray-green, ferny foliage. Tolerates heat, humidity, and dry spells with aplomb. Divide every three to four years. Partner with mauve and purple asters. 2–3 ft. × 2 ft. Z3–9.
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Achillea ‘Coronation Gold’ contrasts vibrantly with blue salvias and geraniums





Galaxy Hybrids (A. millefolium × A. ‘Taygetea’), a fine strain with heads of pink, red, or yellow flowers from late spring to midsummer. Select superior colors; colors may fade in intense sun. Propagate by division. 2–3 ft. × 2 ft. Z3–9.


‘Moonshine’, an Alan Bloom hybrid, has wide, long-lasting, bright yellow flowerheads from early summer to fall; finely dissected, fragrant, silvery foliage. Cut back after first floral flush for rebloom. Sensitive to heat and humidity. Partner with daylilies, speedwells, and bellflowers. 18–24 in. × 18 in. Z4–8, HS.


Summer Pastels strain has green foliage and flowerheads in pinks, purples, yellows, and white. Less aggressive than many yarrows. Blooms first year from seed. 24–30 in. tall.


‘Terra Cotta’ has silvery foliage and heads of flowers that range in color from peach and salmon to burnt orange. 3 ft. tall.
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Achillea ‘Terra Cotta’





‘Taygetea’. Rich gray, dissected leaves provide a fine foil for soft lemon flowerheads; summer to fall. Easy to grow, undemanding, perfect for smaller spaces. Not to be confused with weedy, white Greek yarrow, A. taygetea. 12–18 in. × 18 in. Z3–10.


Aconitum


Ranunculaceae


monkshood, aconite


This genus of 250 or more species has accumulated a wealth of common names, including wolf’s bane, leopard’s bane, helmet flower, and devil’s helmet, most of which refer to the plants’ poisonous qualities or the helmet-like shape of the flowers. All parts of the plants are toxic; the sap (containing the poison, aconitine) has found use as a poison to tip arrows for hunting and war. Even so, a number of species and hybrids are definitely garden worthy, though they should never be planted where children play or near vegetable or herb gardens. Aconitum nomenclature is very confused; locating a recommended species may involve searching under the synonyms included in the descriptions below.


Monkshoods usually have tuberous roots that give rise to upright stems clothed with attractive, alternate foliage, deeply cut, dissected, or lobed. The 1- to 2-in. flowers are hooded or helmet shaped with a large sepal that protects the sexual parts. Blooms are borne in long racemes or panicles, up to 20 in. long, raised well above the mass of foliage.


Although they prefer part shade, monkshoods accept full sun where summers are temperate as long as the soil does not dry out. Ideally, soils should be fertile, cool, and moisture retentive but not waterlogged. Maintenance is minimal; deadhead spent flower spikes to their bases only, as lateral branches will bloom later. Some species may require staking. Always wear protective gloves when working with aconitum and avoid exposing open wounds or eyes to the sap. Never decorate a plate of food with the blooms. In beds and borders, summer phlox, assorted daisies, and daylilies are good companions; avoid placing the blue-flowered monkshoods against a dark background as the flowers tend to disappear.


Resistant to deer and rabbit browsing. Bumblebees pollinate the flowers and suck nectar from the end of spurs under the hood.


Divide the tuberous roots in fall or early spring every three years or so to maintain vigor and to increase. Start from seed in spring.


Aconitum ×cammarum


syn. A. napellus var. bicolor, A. ×bicolor


•  various


•  summer to fall


•  3–4 ft. × 2 ft.


•  sun, part shade


•  Z3–7, HS


Bicolor monkshood. Of garden origin. Probably a cross between Aconitum napellus and A. variegatum. Habit varies from stiffly erect to more relaxed. Lustrous, deeply five- to seven-fingered, dark green, 2- to 3-in. leaves.


‘Bicolor’ (syn. A. ×bicolor) bears wide, loosely branched panicles of 1.5-in., white, helmet-shaped flowers edged with blue; midsummer. May need staking. 4 ft. tall.


‘Bressingham Spire’ has narrow wands of violet-blue flowers on sturdy stems that seldom need staking. 2–3 ft. tall.


Aconitum carmichaelii


syn. A. fischeri


•  deep blue


•  late summer to early fall


•  2–5 ft. × 2 ft.


•  sun, part shade


•  Z3–7, HS


Azure monkshood, autumn-flowering monkshood. Central and western China, North America. Tuberous roots give rise to erect stems to 5 ft. tall under ideal conditions; more often 2–3 ft. Handsome leathery, dark-green foliage is deeply cut into three to five lobes. Dense, 8-in.-long panicles of large, violet or deep blue flowers. Prefers consistently moist soils; a fine choice for wet soil beside water features, in damp woods, and rain gardens.


‘Arendsii’ (syn. Aconitum ×arendsii). Branched panicles of large, strong azure-blue helmet flowers in fall. Stout stems seldom need staking. Introduced by Georg Arends of Germany. 2–4 ft. tall.
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Aconitum carmichaelii ‘Arendsii’





‘Barker’s Variety’ has loose spikes of deep violet flowers in fall. Start from seed. To 6 ft. tall.


‘Cloudy’, a mutation of ‘Arendsii’, is upright, with thick stems and lots of bicolored, light-blue-and-white flowers. 34 in.


Aconitum henryi


•  indigo blue


•  summer


•  4–5 ft. × 2 ft.


•  sun, part shade


•  Z3–7


Henry’s monkshood. Western China. Sturdy lower stems, but upper ones are thin and may even semi-twine. Foliage is not as leathery as Aconitum carmichaelii’s, but is divided into three to five lobes almost to the leaf base. Loose clusters of flowers. Usually needs support.


‘Spark’s Variety’ (syn. A. ‘Spark’, A. ‘Spark’s Variety’, A. ×cammarum ‘Spark’s Variety’), autumn monkshood, is summer blooming with branched clusters of amethyst-blue flowers on slender stems. 4 ft. Z5.


Aconitum napellus


•  blue


•  mid- to late summer


•  2–4 ft. × 1 ft.


•  sun, part shade


•  Z3–8


Common or English monkshood, helmet flower. Europe. Variable, but leaves are usually divided into five to seven lobes, and further cut into lance-shaped segments. Terminal racemes of indigo-blue flowers.


‘Album’ (syn. Aconitum napellus var. albidum) has spires of white flowers in midsummer. 3–4 ft. Z5–8.


‘Carneum’ (syn. A. compactum ‘Carneum’) has blush-pink flowers that intensify in color in cool, damp climates. 4–5 ft. Z2–8.


‘Rubellum’. Dark foliage shows off the spires of light pink flowers well. Best in part shade; may fade in intense sun. Good cut flower. 36 in. Z4–8.


Aconitum vulparia


syn. A. lycoctonum hort.


•  yellow


•  summer to early fall


•  3–5 ft. × 1.5 ft.


•  sun, part shade


•  Z3–6


Yellow wolfsbane, badger’s bane. Central and southern Europe. Long-stalked basal leaves diminish in size as they ascend the stem. Foliage is dark green, paler beneath, rounded or kidney shaped and cleft into five to nine divisions, each toothed and three lobed. Pale yellow, 0.75-in. flowers crowd into terminal racemes; blossoms rounded at the top and narrowed at the middle.


Other Notable Cultivars


‘Blue Lagoon’ is compact with bright blue flowers that open from the bottom up. Excellent as cut flowers. Mid- to late summer bloom. 10–12 in. Z4–8.


‘Blue Scepter’ is excellent for cutting and adapts well to shaded borders. Branching spires of white flowers broadly edged with purplish blue. 28 in. Z4–8.


‘Ivorine’ is compact, bushy, and erect with short, dense spikes of small, creamy-white flowers in early to midsummer. Best in part shade. 36 in. Z4–8.


‘Newry Blue’ has navy-blue flowers on erect stems. Comes true from seed. 4–5 ft. Z3–7.


‘Pink Sensation’ is a Piet Oudolf introduction with silvery pink flowers accented with a dark throat. No staking required. Best in sun. 36–40 in. Z3–8.


‘Stainless Steel’ bears metallic-blue flowers from early to late summer, with complementary grayish foliage. 40 in. Z2–9.


Aconogonum


Polygonaceae


A genus in the making, Aconogonum includes a number of species that until recently were classified as Persicaria or Polygonum. Only one cultivar is garden worthy. See the entry for Persicaria for cultural notes.


Aconogonum ‘Johanniswolke’


syn. Persicaria polymorpha, Polygonum polymorphum


•  white


•  late spring to late summer


•  4–6 ft. × 4 ft.


•  sun


•  Z4–8


White dragon fleece flower, giant fleeceflower. High altitudes, gravelly soils, China and Japan. Develops large, vase-shaped clumps of vigorous, fleshy stems, but is not aggressive. Terminal panicles of white flowers that elongate into creamy-white plumes are long lasting, flush pink with age. Very good for cutting and a show stopper in the garden. Do not confine to small spaces as these plants like to strut their stuff. Better in cooler climates than in the hot and humid South.
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Aconogonum ‘Johanniswolke’






Acorus



Acoraceae


calamus, sweet flag


A handful of very ancient plants that were recently assigned their own family, sweet flags have traditionally been valued for the sweet smell produced when their leaves or rhizomatous roots were bruised or cut. Medieval housekeepers strewed sweet flag foliage on their floors as natural air fresheners; the leaves of some species were used as flavorings for beer.


These plants thrive in wet soils and even shallow water, making them invaluable for aquatic and bog gardens. Showier cultivars make attractive additions to damp beds, borders, and meadow plantings in areas where the soil remains reliably moist. The variegated cultivars are striking when grown in so-called miniature aquatic gardens—containers of soil topped with water. Effective as a substitute for ornamental grasses in shaded places where grasses fail. Sometimes attacked by rust and root rot. Seldom browsed by deer.


Propagate by division of the roots or start from seed.


Acorus americanus


•  yellow


•  late spring to summer


•  2–4 ft. high and wide


•  sun, part shade


•  Z4–7


Sweet flag. Northern half of North America. Vigorous and fast spreading, useful for stabilizing wet soils and as a groundcover in bog gardens and wet meadows. The lush sword-shaped leaves are green, though somewhat coarse; tiny, tawny-yellow flowers are borne in thumb-like spadices (dense flower spikes surrounded by a sheath or spathe), and are replaced in late summer and fall by dark berries. The foliage exudes a citrus fragrance when bruised. Acorus calamus is a closely similar European species sold by many nurseries, but it is invasive and should be avoided.


Acorus gramineus


•  yellow


•  late spring to early summer


•  0.5–1 ft. high and wide


•  sun, part shade


•  Z5–9


Japanese sweet flag. Eastern Asia. Semi-evergreen, produces tussocks of 0.25-in.-wide, grass-like leaves that smell of cinnamon; the tiny, yellow flowers are easily overlooked, though the red berries that follow are ornamental. A reliable but not-too-aggressive spreader, this species is most effective massed around the margins of ponds or along stream banks where it helps control erosion, or it can be used as an edging for moist borders. Japanese primulas, turtleheads, and cardinal flowers make fine companions. Occasionally subject to fungal leaf spot or rust, but usually no serious pest or disease problems; deer resistant. Early afternoon shade is beneficial in regions where sun is intense.


‘Minimus Aureus’ makes 3–4 in. × 6–9 in. tufts of yellow, grass-like foliage; insignificant greenish yellow flowers appear in spring.


‘Oborozuki’ (10–12 in.) and ‘Ogon’ (8–10 in.) are closely similar, compact, variegated cultivars with showy, green-striped, golden-yellow leaves.
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Acorus gramineus ‘Ogon’





Actaea


Ranunculaceae


baneberry


In recent years botanists have expanded the genus Actaea to include all the plants formerly classified as species of Cimicifuga (C. japonica, C. matsumurae, C. racemosa, and C. simplex). Many nurseries still sell these plants under their old names, so these have been included here as synonyms.


Natives of temperate Northern Hemisphere woodlands, baneberries flourish in moist, well-drained, humus-rich soils in situations of partial shade, dappled sunlight, or even full shade. Their combination of attractive foliage, small but elegant flowerheads, and ornamental fruits make them good choices for a woodland or wild garden. Those formerly classified as Cimicifuga are stately, elegant perennials, with lacy foliage and fluffy spires of sweetly scented, small, star-like flowers borne atop soaring, erect, or arching stems. All are intolerant of dry conditions but otherwise easy to grow, with few serious pests or other problems. Deer appear to ignore them. Typically long lived if their basic needs are met, actaeas often naturalize in hospitable locations.
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Actaea simplex ‘James Compton’





Be warned that many members of this genus are poisonous in some or all their parts, especially the fruits (which are, however, attractive fare for many birds).


To propagate, sow seed in containers in fall and overwinter outdoors in a cold, but protected spot, or divide mature plants in early spring.


Actaea japonica


syn. Cimicifuga japonica


•  white


•  late summer


•  36–48 in. × 22 in.


•  part shade, shade


•  Z3–9


Japanese bugbane. Japan. Blooming later than most baneberries, this Japanese native has just three large leaflets per leaf and flowers borne in branching panicles. The best Actaea for the hot, humid southeastern United States.


‘Cheju Island Form’ is compact, making a mound of foliage just 12–14 in. high. Flower stems might reach 4–5 ft.; floriferous—a single mature plant may bear 12–15 flower spikes.


Actaea matsumurae


syn. Cimicifuga matsumurae, C. simplex var. matsumurae


•  white


•  late summer to early fall


•  3–4 ft. × 2–3 ft.


•  part shade, shade


•  Z4–9, HS


Bugbane. Central and eastern Asia. Chiefly available as the cultivar ‘White Pearl’ (syn. Cimicifuga simplex ‘White Pearl’). Arching, bottlebrush-like racemes to 24 in. long with small, white flowers borne on slender stems; these rise well above the mound of dissected, fern-like, medium green leaves that emerge late in spring.


Actaea pachypoda


syn. Cimicifuga pachypoda


•  white


•  mid- to late spring


•  1.5–2.5 ft. × 2–3 ft.


•  part shade, shade


•  Z3–8


White baneberry, white cohosh, doll’s eyes. Eastern North America. This low-key but charming woodland wildflower thrives under tree canopies and in clearings. Astilbe-like, compound leaves of three-toothed leaflets remain attractive all season. Sweetly scented, tiny, white flowers in oblong clusters are held aloft on long stems that turn red as the pea-sized, white berries, each with a single purple spot, develop. The berries do indeed resemble doll’s eyes but are extremely poisonous, making white baneberry a poor choice for households with children. The toxicity deters wildlife, so the fruit display lasts typically until a killing autumn frost. Ideal in woodland or shade gardens, as well as in shady borders. Long lived, it often naturalizes and forms colonies. Ferns, blue sedge, bugbanes, and goldenseal are good companions.


‘Misty Blue’ has delicate blue-green foliage together with white springtime flowers. Poisonous white berries follow. 2–3 ft.


Actaea racemosa


syn. Cimicifuga racemosa


•  white


•  late spring to early summer


•  4–6 ft. × 2–4 ft.


•  part shade, shade


•  Z3–8, HS


Black bugbane, black snakeroot, black cohosh. Rocky woods throughout most of the United States east of the Mississippi. Produces white-flowered spikes that may soar to 8 ft. in ideal conditions—humus-rich, evenly moist soil, and a sheltered, semi-shaded site. Astilbe-like foliage, three times divided, is an attractive deep green. Provide support for flower spikes, especially in windy spots.
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Actaea racemosa





Actaea rubra


•  white


•  mid- to late spring


•  1–3 ft. × 6–12 in.


•  part shade, shade


•  Z4–8, HS


Red baneberry. Cool, moist, nutrient-rich sites throughout the northeastern and midwestern United States, the Rocky Mountains, and Pacific Coast regions. Stems bear few coarsely toothed, deeply lobed leaves that emerge in a bushy clump. Clusters of lightly rose-scented, small, delicate, white flowers open above the foliage; conspicuous glossy red or occasionally white berries follow in late summer and fall. The fruits are favorites of many birds, including grouse, gray catbirds, and robins. Best in woodland gardens where trilliums, meadow rues, gaultheria, and false Solomon’s seal are appropriate native companions.


Actaea simplex


syn. Cimicifuga simplex, C. ramosa


•  white


•  late summer to early fall


•  3–4 ft. × 2–3 ft.


•  part shade, shade


•  Z4–8, HS


Bugbane, Kamchatka bugbane. Mongolia, eastern Russia, and Japan. Late in the season numerous, small, creamy-white, strongly scented flowers bloom in fluffy spires atop tall, upright, wiry stems. Attractive dark green, astilbe-like foliage, compound with deeply cut leaflets. Often self-seeds and naturalizes. Provide support for flowering stems; best where sheltered from strong winds. Bugbane is an asset in woodland gardens, among shrubs, in cottage gardens, and naturalized areas. Most attractive when planted in multiples; white spires show up well against dark backgrounds.


Atropurpurea Group (black bugbane) includes a number of dark-leaved cultivars that are still listed in many catalogs under Cimicifuga ramosa: ‘Atropurpurea’, 6 ft.; look for clones with darker-hued foliage. ‘Black Negligee’ is vigorous, with deeply cut, black-purple foliage on dark stems and bottlebrushes of purple-tinged, white flowers; to 5 ft. ‘Brunette’ has bronze-hued foliage to set off the white, sometimes pink-tinged wands of flowers, each about 8 in. in length. Fragrant ‘Hillside Black Beauty’ has black stems up to 7 ft. that bear white flowers; dark, coppery-purple foliage. ‘James Compton’ is compact with deep bronze foliage and white, sometimes pink-tinged flowers; its clumps are 2–3 ft. × 1.5–2 ft.


Adenophora


Campanulaceae


ladybells


Like other members of the bellflower family, ladybells are noted for their spikes of dangling, bell-shaped, blue or violet flowers that furnish long-lasting color to the middle and back of a border. Branched, upright stems bear mostly alternate stem leaves with toothed margins. The thick roots resent disturbance. Ladybells thrive in sun if their roots remain moist, or in partly shaded, damp places. Soil should be high in humus with good drainage. For neatness and to prevent self-seeding, remove spent blooms as they fade. Lovely in lightly shaded woodlands, in borders, or among shrubs. Appropriate companions for shaded spots include lady’s mantle, hostas, and hellebores; in sun, tickseeds and beardtongues make attractive partners. In addition to the species described here, others, including Adenophora pereskiifolia, bear mention but are not readily available.


Not browsed by deer or rabbits, but slugs and snails may be a problem.


Propagate by seed sown indoors (do not cover) in late winter through early spring, by basal cuttings taken in early spring, or by root cuttings taken in winter.


Adenophora bulleyana


•  pale blue


•  late summer


•  3–4 ft. × 1–1.5 ft.


•  sun, part shade


•  Z3–8


Ladybells. Western China. Upright with lustrous, mostly basal leaves, serrated along the edges and wider than those of other species. Spires of dainty, 0.5-in., pendulous flowers are often grouped in threes on the stem; attractive light to medium blue, bell-shaped flowers. Valued not only for its charm, but also for its time of flowering with late garden phlox, agastaches, and lantanas.
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Adenophora bulleyana





Adenophora confusa


syn. A. farreri


•  blue


•  late spring


•  24–36 in. × 24 in.


•  sun, part shade


•  Z3–7


Common ladybells. China. This plant is similar to and often confused with creeping bellflower (Campanula rapunculoides), which is a roving thug and extremely difficult to eliminate. To ascertain whether you have the correct species before planting, tear a flower apart and look closely; ladybells have a noticeable thick basal disk at the base of the style. Deep blue, bell-shaped flowers about 0.75 in. long. Fleshy roots are difficult to divide, but pencil-thick ones may be used for root cuttings. Group in the border or naturalize in light woodlands. White or pale pink astilbes provide an attractive contrast in light shade; use yellow-foliaged evergreens or shrubs such as European elder (Sambucus racemosa ‘Sutherland Gold’) as a backdrop. Best planted in groups for impact.


Adenophora liliifolia


syn. A. communis


•  blue


•  summer


•  18–24 in. × 24 in.


•  sun, part shade


•  Z3–9


Lilyleaf ladybells. Europe. Not quite as tall as Adenophora confusa, but equally lovely. However, roving roots spread rapidly and must be contained unless in a naturalistic setting. The branched stems are hairy, clothed with lance-shaped leaves and topped with spikes of fragrant, nodding, lavender-blue bells. Tolerates heat and humidity well—the best species for warm southern gardens.


Other Notable Cultivars


‘Amethyst’ (‘Amethyst Chimes’), possibly a hybrid of indeterminate parentage, is well behaved and produces erect, tall, leafy stems. From late spring to midsummer these are topped with loose spikes of lightly fragrant, pendulous, flaring, bell-shaped flowers of amethyst blue. In sun or part shade this clump former spreads only slowly and is best left undisturbed, especially where the plants can naturalize. A good cut flower. 18–36 in. × 12–24 in. Z3–8.


Adonis


Ranunculaceae


pheasant’s eye


What a joy to see the bright yellow, buttercup-like flowers of pheasant’s eye opening above its cluster of ferny leaves in late winter. Named for the god of beauty and desire in Greek mythology, Adonis flowers make outstanding additions to rock gardens, shaded woodland edges, under deciduous trees, or in raised beds and containers. Of the 20 or so species, several are annual and not covered here.


Cupped or spreading flowers, borne on branched or unbranched stems, are mostly yellow, terminal, and solitary, with petal-like sepals and up to 30 petals. Double forms are sterile and must be increased by division. The alternate, fern-like leaves are triangular in outline and three-times divided; each toothed lobe is lance shaped.


Pheasant’s eyes prefer humus-rich, well-drained soil in a cool, partly or fully shaded spot (especially in hot southern gardens). Plant several together to make an impact; they bulk up slowly. Mulch with pine needles through the winter. Seldom browsed by deer, but often attacked by slugs and snails and should be protected from them.


Divide the rhizomatous roots of established plants in early to midsummer, or collect and sow fresh seed as soon as it ripens after bloom—usually when the foliage begins to die down into summer dormancy.


Adonis amurensis


syn. A. dahurica


•  yellow


•  late winter to early spring


•  6–9 in. × 12 in.


•  part shade


•  Z4–7


Pheasant’s eye, Amur adonis. Manchuria, Korea, Japan. Perhaps the earliest species to bloom, it produces its cupped, 1- to 2-in., yellow flowers (brown in the bud) as soon as winter temperatures moderate. Clumps of dissected foliage appear when the flowers are open, going dormant by early summer. Mark the spot where they grow to avoid damage from cultivation through the season. Below are a few of the exciting cultivars on the market; for more, check Japanese nurseries, including the Rare Plant Nursery and Shikoku Garden.


‘Fuku Jukai’ is semi-double, with 2-in.-wide, yellow flowers. Early. 6 in.


‘Pleniflora’ (‘Plena’) has double, yellow buttercups, with raggedy petals flecked with green at the center. 6 in.


‘Sandan Zaki’ (“three-step blooming”) is similar to ‘Pleniflora’ but has four alternating layers of frayed, yellow and green petals. Sterile and possibly hard to find, but quite a gem.
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Adonis amurensis





Adonis vernalis


•  yellow


•  early spring


•  9–12 in. × 6 in.


•  part shade


•  Z4–7


Spring adonis, pheasant’s eye. Europe. Somewhat later to bloom than Adonis amurensis, spring adonis is also slightly hardier. Stems are not branched and most of the finely dissected, 1- to 2-in.-long leaves lack petioles. The spreading, butter-yellow flowers, 2–2.5 in. across, flatten their petals to the sun. Dress with limestone chips if soil is strongly acid. Very slow to bulk up.


Aethionema


Brassicaceae


stonecress


Most of the 40 or so low-growing stonecresses are typically relegated to rock gardens or stone walls, although several are superb at the front of the border or along pathways where their abundant bloom sparkles.


These evergreen or semi-evergreen shrublets blanket themselves with clusters of four-petaled, 0.25-in. flowers in spring. They do best in full sun in very well-drained, preferably sweet soil. Add lime if necessary or provide a mulch of lime chips around the crown. Shear after bloom time to encourage vegetative growth. Pest and disease free, except for crown rot in damp soils.


White-blooming Aethionema iberideum grows to only 6–9 in., but blooms abundantly. It does not tolerate hot, humid weather; difficult to find outside of alpine specialists circles.


Increase by soft cuttings in late spring or from seed in spring.


Aethionema armenum


•  pink, white


•  spring to early summer


•  8–12 in. high and wide


•  sun


•  Z5–7


Turkish stonecress. Caucasus and Turkey. This short-lived evergreen or semi-evergreen subshrub bears linear, gray-green leaves to 0.5 in. long. Dense, terminal clusters of pale pink, cruciform flowers cover the plant for several weeks. Reseeds generously. Best in raised beds, tumbling over a wall, or in rock gardens where drainage is perfect. Small spring bulbs, including grape hyacinths, squills, and tulips, are good springtime companions, perhaps followed by dwarf bellflowers. Deer seem to avoid it, at least in the Sierras.


‘Warley Rose’. Possibly a hybrid, this 4- to 6-in.-tall beauty may spread to 24 in. across, and looks best massed as a groundcover or as a specimen plant among other low-growing plants. Abundant clusters of dark pink flowers rise above the mass of blue-green leaves.


‘Warley Ruber’ has almost maroon flowers. Z6–8.
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Aethionema armenum





Aethionema coridifolium


syn. A. coridifolia


•  pink


•  early summer


•  6–10 in. × 12–15 in.


•  sun


•  Z4–8


Lebanon stonecress. Lebanon. Upright grower that forms mounds of unbranched stems with slender, fleshy, bluish green leaves. Flower stems are crowned with 1-in. clusters of lavender or dusty pink flowers. May self-sow in good conditions especially when mulched with gravel or stone chips.


Aethionema grandiflorum


syn. A. pulchellum


•  pink


•  late spring to early summer


•  12–18 in. × 18 in.


•  sun


•  Z5–9, HS


Persian stonecress. Western Asia, Caucasus. Upright, shrubby, and evergreen with grayish, needle-like leaves; the largest of the genus, suitable for the front of flower borders. The loose clusters of delicately veined, pink blooms are showy, even suitable as cut flowers. Add lime especially to clay soils to raise the pH and break up the clay. A full-sun position with free drainage as found between pavers and surrounding patios is ideal. Drought tolerant and appropriate for xeriscapes. Shear lightly when blooms are spent to prevent abundant self-seeding, as well as to shape. Perennial candytuft (Iberis sempervirens) is an attractive companion requiring similar cultural conditions. Protect from browsing deer.


Agastache


Lamiaceae


giant hyssop


An old-fashioned favorite, Agastache is ideally suited to modern gardens. The various species have much of the vigor and toughness of their mint relatives but with little of the invasiveness that make the mints so problematic. Agastache flowers are pretty and sweet scented but for the most part modest. Although they don’t grab the eye like some of their more flamboyant fellows, they are borne over a long season, typically from midsummer to early fall when blooms of any kind are scarce in perennial gardens. They also attract a steady stream of hummingbirds, butterflies, and other pollinators. Foliage is usually aromatic on sturdy stems that rarely require staking. They fit easily into a wild or meadow garden.


Though occasionally subject to powdery mildew, agastaches are typically pest free and notably resistant to grazing deer and rabbits. They flourish in a wide range of well-drained soils, though are likely to live short lives on damp clays. Small wonder then that this traditional standby is receiving renewed attention from plant breeders, who have introduced a host of fine new cultivars in recent years.


A natural for butterfly gardens, agastaches also make good companions for roses—the fragrances are complementary and the well-furnished foliage of giant hyssops masks the rose’s leggy stems. Likewise, their spires of blossoms make agastaches useful as visual punctuation for summertime mixed borders. The drought tolerance of the western US species makes these North American natives perfect for xeriscapes. Encourage rebloom by routine deadheading


Propagate by seed or division, or by taking semi-hardwood and softwood cuttings just as flowering is about to begin.


Agastache cana


•  pink


•  early summer to midfall


•  24–36 in. × 18 in.


•  sun, part shade


•  Z5–9, HS


Texas hummingbird mint. Texas and New Mexico. Long-blooming spikes of fragrant, raspberry-pink flowers borne above aromatic, gray-green foliage. Drought tolerant but will not stand wet feet or humidity.


Agastache foeniculum


•  lavender, purple


•  midsummer to early fall


•  2–4 ft. × 1.5–3 ft.


•  sun, part shade


•  Z4–8


Giant blue hyssop. Native to fields, prairies, and woodland openings throughout the upper half of North America. This perennial grows well on moist, well-drained soils, but once established also tolerates dry soils. Unlike most agastaches, giant blue hyssop copes well with humidity. The flowers are borne in whorls around the square stems, stacked one on top of the other in tall spikes. The anise-scented foliage may be dried for use in teas; flowering stems add color as well as fragrance to cut-flower arrangements.
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Agastache foeniculum





‘Golden Jubilee’ bears young foliage that is yellow to chartreuse, maturing to lime green.


Agastache rugosum


•  violet-blue


•  midsummer to early fall


•  4 ft. × 1.5 ft.


•  sun, part shade


•  Z5–9


Korean hyssop. Introduced into the nursery trade by plant collector Dan Hinkley, this Asian native balances its long-blooming, violet-blue flowers with glossy, deep green, intensely mint-scented foliage. Like Agastache foeniculum, this species tolerates humidity.


‘Honey Bee Blue’ bears blue flowers with gray-green foliage.


Agastache rupestris


•  orange


•  midsummer to early fall


•  1–3 ft. high and wide


•  sun


•  Z5–9, HS


Rock anise hyssop. West Texas and Mexico. A combination of orange and yellow blooms edged with magenta and pink and licorice-scented, silvered foliage makes this species the showiest of the bunch. It is notably drought tolerant, but is likely to fall prey to fungal infections where summers combine heat with humidity.


Other Notable Cultivars


‘Acapulco Salmon and Pink’ bears mint-scented foliage and spikes of large, bicolored orange-and-pink flowers. 24–30 in. × 15 in. Z5–10.


‘Black Adder’ displays spikes with stacked whorls of smoky red-violet blossoms all summer and into early fall. 2–3 ft. × 1.5–2 ft. Z6–9.


‘Blue Fortune’ produces tall spikes of powder-blue flowers. 3–4 ft. × 1.5 ft. Z5–9.
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Agastache ‘Blue Fortune’





‘Firebird’ has spikes of mixed copper, coral, and red flowers. 4 ft. × 2 ft. Z6–9.


‘Heatwave’ has plenty of deep hot-pink spikes on tight, clumping plants. Tolerates heat and humidity. 36 in. in bloom. Z5–10.


‘Tutti Frutti’ (Agastache barberi × A. mexicana) bears large, deep pink flowers over a mound of grayish foliage. 2–3 ft. × 1–2 ft. Z6–9 in the east, Z6–10 in the west.


Ageratina


Asteraceae


white snakeroot


Formerly classified with the eupatoriums, white snakeroot has been moved to its own genus. This native is excellent in wild or native plant gardens where it attracts bees and butterflies.


Ageratinas appreciate soil rich in organic matter, and require moderate but regular irrigation while young for the best bloom. However, plants tolerate drought once established. Staking is seldom necessary. A good cut flower. Seldom browsed by deer; combine with other deer-resistant natives, including goldenrods and asters.


Propagate by dividing mature clumps in late winter or spring, by seed, or by stem cuttings taken in spring.


Ageratina rugosus


syn. Eupatorium rugosum


•  white


•  midsummer to early fall


•  3–5 ft. × 2–3 ft.


•  sun, part shade


•  Z4–8


White snakeroot. Eastern half of North America. Large, coarsely toothed, heart-shaped leaves borne on strong, branching stems; the small, pure white flowers are carried in flat-topped, branching clusters. Tolerant of partial shade—the most shade tolerant of the genus, in fact. Leaf miner may cause unsightly, white-traced leaves. This plant is toxic if consumed in quantity.


‘Chocolate’ (syn. Ageratina altissima ‘Chocolate’), an introduction of the Mt. Cuba Center, has striking maroon-brown foliage and chocolate stems.


Ajania


Asteraceae


silver-and-gold


This genus in the daisy family has only one species of interest to gardeners. It was formerly lumped with chrysanthemums and later dendranthemas, but due to the considerable rearranging of genera of that clan, it now has its own genus.


It is valuable as a fine specimen plant, and does well in containers.


Ajania pacifica


syn. Chrysanthemum pacificum, Dendranthema pacificum


•  yellow


•  fall


•  1–2 ft. × 1–3 ft.


•  sun, part shade


•  Z5–9


Silver-and-gold. Asia. A fine plant prized as much for its attractive foliage as for its branched clusters of showy, fall-blooming, bright yellow button flowers. Neat, rounded mounds of stems are clothed with lobed, light green, 1- to 2-in. leaves, each accented with a crisp silver edge, and hairy, silver undersides. Pinch young growth in early summer to encourage bushy plants. Best where soil is average to even poor, but drains well. Somewhat tolerant of drought, vulnerable to wet winter soils. Silver-and-gold is appropriate in the foreground of beds and borders, among low evergreens, even massed as a 1-ft.-tall groundcover or as an attractive skirt for specimen trees. Striking companions include colorful yellow tickseeds, trailing Dichondra ‘Silver Falls’, variegated ivies, or golden bidens. Seldom browsed by deer, but slugs and snails may be a problem. Occasionally attacked by white rust; locally prohibited in areas prone to that disease. Terminal cuttings root easily from new spring growth.




[image: img]


Ajania pacifica





‘Pink Ice’ (pink ice daisy) is probably a hybrid with garden chrysanthemums. It has very short, pink ray flowers surrounding the central yellow disk.


‘Yellow Splash’ has yellow-variegated foliage and yellow flowers.


Ajuga


Lamiaceae


bugleweed


Bugleweeds have gotten a bad rap for being invasive. They certainly can be a nuisance when spreading into your lawn, but in a spot where their spread can be controlled, their vigorous growth makes them ideal groundcovers.


Bugleweed foliage is attractive—the undivided leaves are borne in opposite pairs on square stems, and superior cultivars offer evergreen, colored, sometimes textured leaves that provide interest all year. In late spring and early summer bugleweeds bear terminal spikes of small, two-lipped, brilliant blue, pink, or white flowers carried in tiered whorls (verticillasters) up the stem.


Tolerant of most moisture-retaining soils, bugleweeds benefit from the addition of organic material, such as compost or well-rotted leaves, at planting time. Shaded and partly shaded sites are ideal, although where sun is not intense they thrive in full sun. Maintain vigor by dividing in spring or fall every two to three years. Common bugleweed, in particular, is inclined to invade and overcome lawns; plant where their invasive tendencies are an asset on the edge of woodlands, along shaded pathways, and on difficult shaded banks to control erosion. Other species adapt well to planting at the front of beds and borders, under shrubs, and even in containers. The flowers attract hummingbirds and butterflies. Sometimes susceptible to crown rot under hot, humid conditions; infected plants die out rapidly. Deer resistant.


Propagate named cultivars by division or detach the stolons in midsummer after blooming; start species from seed sown in late summer to Thanksgiving for germination the following spring.


Ajuga genevensis


syn. A. alpina, A. rugosa


•  various


•  early summer


•  6–15 in. × 9 in.


•  sun, part shade, shade


•  Z4–9


Geneva bugleweed, blue bugleweed, upright bugleweed. Southern Europe. The erect stems of brilliant blue flowers are especially eye-catching massed as a groundcover. The glossy dark green, 3- to 5-in.-long leaves are often hairy, toothed, or lobed along the edges. This species tolerates dryer soil conditions. Plant spring-blooming bulbs between the clumps in fall and enjoy a colorful vignette each spring.


‘Alba’ has white flowers.


‘Pink Beauty’ has pink flowers on 4- to 8-in. stems.


‘Variegata’ has white-mottled leaves. Not as vigorous as others of its kind.


Ajuga pyramidalis


syn. A. metallica


•  blue


•  spring to early summer


•  6–12 in. × 12 in.


•  sun, part shade, shade


•  Z5–9


Pyramidal bugleweed. Central Europe. The dense, pyramidal flower spikes give this species its name. Clumps of basal rosettes of slightly toothed leaves thrive in damp, moisture-retentive soil but seldom spread much due to the lack of stolons common to other species.


‘Metallica-Crispa’ (‘Crispa’, ‘Metallica-crispa Purpurea’, ‘Min Crispa Red’) has lustrous reddish brown leaves, crisped along the edges. Best leaf color is displayed in sun, where it is a fitting companion for low, silvery artemisia. Short spikes of blue flowers. 6 in. tall.


Ajuga reptans


syn. A. repens


•  blue


•  late spring to early summer


•  2–12 in. × 9–12 in.


•  sun, part shade, shade


•  Z3–9


Common bugleweed, carpet bugleweed. Europe, Japan. This sturdy evergreen perennial creeps rapidly by stolons to develop large patches, sometimes up to 36 in. across. It is excellent as a dense groundcover—a few cultivars even tolerate light foot traffic. Spoon-shaped, dark green leaves, with 3.5-in.-long, spikes of dark blue flowers. Mow spent flower spikes after bloom time, or trim with a string trimmer or hedge shears. Slugs may be a problem, along with perhaps southern blight, fungal leaf spots, and crown rot. Tolerates deer and rabbits.


Cultivars abound; this is a brief selection:


‘Black Scallop’ (‘Binblasca’) has fast-spreading rosettes of glossy, crinkled dark maroon foliage, with best color in sunny spots. Brilliant rich blue flowers. Excellent weed-suppressing groundcover. Provide good air circulation in hot, humid regions. 4–6 in. Z4–9.


‘Bronze Beauty’ (‘Atropurpurea’, ‘Purpurea’) has deep bronzy purple foliage in sun; dark green in shade; deep blue flowers in late spring. Tough and drought tolerant. Spreads freely. 3 in. tall.


‘Burgundy Glow’ has eye-catching tricolored leaves of creamy white, rosy plum, and dark green. Not as aggressive as some, this cultivar is appropriate for rock gardens and as edgings. ‘Multicolor’ is darker-leaved. 6 in. tall.
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Ajuga reptans ‘Burgundy Glow’





‘Catlin’s Giant’ is larger than other cultivars. Spikes of blue flowers to 8–12 in. above rosettes of bronzy, 6-in., spinach-like leaves. 3–12 in. Z4–8.
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Ajuga reptans ‘Catlin’s Giant’





Chocolate Chip (‘Valfredda’) is extremely dwarf and less aggressive. Tight, 2-in.-high mats of narrow, crinkled, deep chocolate–colored leaves accented with maroon; best color in sun; spikes of blue flowers. Attractive planted between pavers and stepping stones. 3 in. Z4–9.


‘Planet Zork’. Spoon-shaped, crinkled leaves that are cupped to expose a light-colored rim from beneath. Tolerates heat and humidity. 2 in. tall.


‘Silver Beauty’ has rosettes of waxy, gray-green leaves, irregularly edged with cream. Withstands light foot traffic. Blue flowers. 4 in. tall.


Other Notable Cultivars


‘Brockbankii’ is a hybrid of Ajuga genevensis × A. pyramidalis. Almost a dwarf form.


Alcea


syn. Althaea


Malvaceae


hollyhock


No cottage garden is complete without hollyhocks, which are known for their graceful, stately spires of blossoms and are among the best loved and most evocative of flowers. The cup-shaped, sessile, or nearly stalkless flowers arrange themselves in racemes around a central stem that in ideal conditions—full sun, good air circulation, moist, well-drained soil, and a dry climate—may soar to a height of 10 ft.


In less than ideal conditions, however, especially in moist, humid climates, hollyhocks are likely to prove martyrs to rust, a fungal infection. Prevention of rust is easier and more effective than controlling an outbreak; buy only disease-free plants, or start rust-resistant types from seed. Clean up thoroughly in late fall to prevent rust spores from overwintering onsite.


Hollyhocks are also subject to attack by slugs, snails, and spider mites, as well as Japanese beetles, but they are seldom browsed by deer. Staking is necessary to support the taller cultivars. Though not long lived, hollyhocks are more persistent if cut to the base after blooming; leave a stalk or two to set seed to be assured of volunteer seedlings the next spring.


With this minimal care, hollyhocks provide a spectacular backdrop to shorter perennials and make dramatic cut flowers. One of the few plants that flourish in the root zone of black walnut trees. The blooms attract hummingbirds and butterflies.


Propagate by seed.


Alcea ficifolia


•  various


•  midsummer to early fall


•  6–8 ft. × 2–3 ft.


•  sun


•  Z3–9


Fig-leaf hollyhock, Russian hollyhock. Siberia. As the name indicates, the leaves of this species are deeply cut, “fingered” like the leaves of a fig. The white, yellow, copper, pink, or red flowers are single, to a diamater of 3 in. Rust resistant.


Happy Lights is a seed strain in the full range of flower colors; late-winter-sown seeds produce plants that bloom the first year.


Alcea rosea


syn. Althaea rosea


•  various


•  midsummer to early fall


•  6–8 ft. × 1–2 ft.


•  sun


•  Z3–10, HS


Hollyhock. Turkey, Asia. The classic hollyhock of Old World cottage gardens. Only those in dry, sunny climates should expect good results.


Countless strains and cultivars are available, including:


Chater’s Double Hybrids include double powder-puff flowers in a full range of mixed or individual colors.


‘Crème de Cassis’ bears 3- to 4-in., single or semi-double, black currant–colored flowers edged with paler rose. 4–6 ft.


Majorette Mix is a dwarf strain. Double or semi-double flowers in whites, yellows, pinks, and reds. 24–30 in. × 12 in.


Powder Puffs Mix has white, yellow, rose, or red, fully double flowers to 4 in. across.


‘Sunshine’ has large, single flowers of sunny yellow. 5–6 ft. Z3–9.
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Alcea rosea is perfect for cottage gardens
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The soft colors of mixed Alcea rosea blend well together





Alcea rugosa


•  yellow


•  midsummer to early fall


•  6–8 ft. × 2–3 ft.


•  sun


•  Z3–9


Russian hollyhock. Ukraine. Furrowed, gray-green leaves are cleft into five lobes. Hairy stems carry single, 4-in., butter-yellow flowers. Rust resistant.


Alchemilla


Rosaceae


lady’s mantle


Lady’s mantles, particularly Alchemilla mollis, are among those cottage-garden perennials that people often remember with nostalgia from their childhood. Indeed, the softly hairy, lobed, and pleated leaves that hold a drop of rain or dew like a pearl, and the froth of tiny chartreuse flowers are irresistible. The name of the genus refers to the belief that the beads of water held by the leaves were “celestial water,” pure enough to be used by alchemists trying to turn base metals into gold.


Only a few species are cultivated. Alchemillas do best in shade or part shade, especially when grown in warm regions. Avoid planting sites in intense sun. Soil should be humus rich and moisture retentive; leaves may burn if allowed to dry out. Low maintenance, except for deadheading to control promiscuous self-seeding. Cut back shabby foliage to the crown; fresh new growth will appear in a few weeks. The flowers can be enjoyed as fresh cuts or dried for later use; the leaves serve as attractive filler in flower arrangements. Air-dry flower sprays by hanging them upside down in bunches in a cool, well-ventilated place.


Lady’s mantle is excellent as edging along pathways or massed as a groundcover, perhaps broken up with sweeps of hardy geraniums, hostas, or lilyturf. It is valued in partly shaded beds and borders; appropriate partners include grape hyacinths, daffodils and other spring bulbs, astilbes, toad lilies, and Japanese anemones. Partner smaller species in rock gardens with rock cress, perennial candytuft, and low-growing herbs such as thymes. Deer and rabbits seldom browse, but slugs and snails attack young seedlings; a light scattering of fish tankage or turkey gravel deters them.


Divide established or overgrown plants in early spring every three to five years as growth commences; discard worn out pieces. Sow seed in spring.


Alchemilla alpina


•  green


•  early summer


•  3–8 in. × 20 in.


•  sun, part shade


•  Z3–7


Mountain lady’s mantle. Alpine regions of Europe. A diminutive plant with 2-in., deeply lobed, sharply toothed leaves, rimmed with silvery hairs that also blanket the underside. Loose sprays of frothy flowers rise on 3-in. stems. Excellent in rock gardens or between pavers. Alchemilla conjecta is similar but may reach 16 in.; A. ellenbeckii (Z5–7) rises only a few inches with deeply lobed, 1-in. leaves, hairy on both sides. Plant with creeping thymes and mazus.


Alchemilla erythropoda


•  yellow green


•  late spring to late summer


•  6–12 in. × 8 in.


•  sun, part shade


•  Z3–7


Red-stemmed lady’s mantle. Mountains of Turkey and Russia. This “mini-mollis” gets a red tinge to its stems in full sun. The leaf stems or petioles are covered with fine hairs and both sides of the bluish green, shallowly lobed leaves are also velvety. Excellent for troughs, rock gardens, and where space is limited.


Alchemilla mollis


•  green-yellow


•  late spring to early summer


•  18–24 in. × 24 in.


•  sun, part shade


•  Z3–8


Lady’s mantle. Turkey and Carpathian Mountains. This, the most widely grown of the lady’s mantles, has light green, velvety leaves to 6 in. across, pleated into 7 to 11 lobes, and serrated along the rim. Airy sprays of 0.25-in., greenish yellow, petal-less flowers in early summer. Deadhead routinely to prevent self-seeding; excessive self-seeding of lady’s mantle has resulted in it becoming almost invasive in some places. Keep soil moist. Lady’s mantle is charming as an underplanting for pink roses, and a fine companion for cottage garden flowers: foxgloves, hollyhocks, iris, and bellflowers.


Alchemilla mollis is possibly a synonym for common lady’s mantle, A. vulgaris; reportedly A. vulgaris has a somewhat looser habit.


‘Robusta’ is an upright clumper, more full bodied and with larger leaves than the species. Yellowish green flowers in early summer, repeating later in the season. Tolerates heavy clay soil and drought when established. 15 in. × 36 in.


‘Senior’ grows to about 10 in. × 28 in.


‘Thriller’ is more compact. Green-flowered inflorescences to 9 in. across. 14 in. × 30 in.
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Alchemilla mollis





Allium


Amaryllidaceae


onion


This enormous and cosmopolitan genus ranges throughout temperate regions of the Northern Hemisphere, with a handful of species from Central and South America, and also Africa. Within this range, alliums have adapted to habitats as diverse as sandy uplands and lowland swamps, though most prefer well-drained, even droughty sites.


Alliums include several staples of the kitchen garden, including onions, garlics, shallots, leeks, and chives. Their blooms may be less familiar in the flower garden, but they are, nonetheless, as essential in their own way as their edible relatives. Their ability to store energy in their bulbs makes alliums nearly invulnerable to seasonal drought—many species grow best where summers are hot and dry—and helps them weather all sorts of other adverse conditions. Furthermore, the sulfur-based chemicals that give alliums their pungent aroma act as repellents to deer, rabbits, and rodents, even many insect pests. Be alert for onion flies and thrips, however. Wet soils, especially during dormancy, may cause bulbs to rot.


Typically allium leaves are long and cylindrical (think chives) or strap shaped (think leeks), and though attractive enough when fresh and green, they grow tattered and flop as the season progresses. Accordingly, plant alliums in fall among bushy flowers or ornamental grasses that will hide the alliums’ aging foliage; such neighbors will also help to support the alliums’ naked scapes (flower stalks). Small individual flowers are borne in umbels, radiating clusters that collectively look like bright, botanical starbursts. Most bloom is in late spring or early summer, neatly bridging the June gap, the temporary dearth of bloom that afflicts perennial gardens after most spring bulbs are spent and before the summer perennials do their stuff.


Planted in groups along the length of a border, alliums’ sculptural flowers add a visual rhythm to any design. Allium flowers attract nectar-foraging butterflies and bees; many ornamental onions make elegant cut flowers.


To propagate alliums, lift and divide the clumps of bulbs when dormant, or start from seed—many alliums are prolific seed producers and surround themselves with hosts of volunteer seedlings without any encouragement from the gardener.


Allium aflatuense


syn. A. hollandicum


•  purple


•  late spring


•  3–4 ft. × 6 in.


•  sun


•  Z3–8


Purple ornamental onion. Iran. Baseball-sized heads of brilliant purple, tiny, starry flowers rise on tall scapes. Typical bluish, strappy foliage that begins to die back at bloom time. Pastel-colored German irises, silvery catmints, and wormwoods are compatible bedfellows; a skirt of lady’s mantle camouflages fading leaves.


‘Purple Sensation’ is more widely grown than the species; plant in groups of 10 to 12 for a real impact. Fortunately, the bulbs are not expensive.
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Allium aflatuense ‘Purple Sensation’ makes a vibrant splash of color in a late spring border





Allium atropurpureum


•  dark purple


•  late spring


•  12–24 in. × 4 in.


•  sun


•  Z3–8


Ornamental onion. East Asia to northern India. So dark is the purple of this allium’s star-shaped flowers, that the densely packed, tennis-ball-sized umbel looks almost black. They pose a dramatic contrast to the blossoms of lighter colored relatives such as hybrid ‘Mont Blanc’ and a complement in form as well as color to the simultaneous flowers of ‘Sooty’ sweet William.


Allium bulgaricum


syn. Nectaroscordum siculum subsp. bulgaricum


•  cream, maroon


•  late spring to early summer


•  24–36 in. × 6–8 in.


•  sun, part shade


•  Z5–10


Sicilian honey lily. This Mediterranean native requires regular irrigation through its period of growth until the end of bloom time, but thereafter prefers a drier soil. The parasol of pendulous, 0.5- to 1-in. flowers measures 4 in. or more across, with individual cream flowers, striped with maroon and touched with green. Baptisias and tall bearded irises, which bloom at the same time, make good companions.
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Allium bulgaricum





Allium caeruleum


syn. A. azureum


•  blue


•  early summer to summer


•  12–36 in. × 6–12 in.


•  sun


•  Z3–9, HS


Blue globe onion. This Asian native blooms a couple of weeks later than Allium atropurpureum or A. bulgaricum, and provides one of the few true blues of the early summer perennial garden. The flowers are borne in 1-in., spherical clusters; the leaves die back before the flowers emerge. An asset to cottage, meadow, and rock gardens, this onion blooms simultaneously with herbaceous peonies; its exquisite flowers contrast handsomely with the peonies’ lush blooms.


Allium cernuum


•  pink


•  early to late summer


•  12–18 in. × 6–8 in.


•  sun, part shade


•  Z3–9


Nodding onion, lady’s leek. Dry clearings, rock outcroppings, and prairies in mountainous regions from Canada to Mexico. Nodding onion produces its loose umbels of drooping, pink or white flowers atop scapes that bend downward at the top, possibly to restrict the variety of pollinating insects. The strappy leaves are flattened and solid, with a small ridge along the length. Very easy to grow, nodding onion seeds about unless deadheaded, but never becomes aggressive. The bulbs sometimes produce offsets, creating clumps. Tolerates a wide range of well-drained soils; drought tolerant when established. Attractive with beebalms, black-eyed Susans, and milkweeds in native, meadow, or wild gardens.


Allium moly


•  yellow


•  late spring


•  9–18 in. × 6–9 in.


•  sun, part shade


•  Z3–9, HS


Lily leek. Southern Europe. Starry, greenish yellow flowers are borne in loose, 2-in.-wide clusters. In average, well-drained soil and full sun (avoid intensely sunny spots) this species naturalizes, forming extensive colonies readily, though it isn’t an aggressive invasive.


‘Jeannine’ is a superior selection that bears two scapes per bulb, topped with golden yellow flowers.
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Allium moly





Allium schubertii


•  rose-purple


•  late spring


•  12–36 in. × 12–18 in.


•  sun


•  Z7–9


Schubert onion. This native of the eastern Mediterranean and central Asia bears spherical, starburst heads of flowers, 1 ft. or more in diameter, which are guaranteed to stop traffic. One of the best alliums for hot southern regions, Allium schubertii overwinters successfully in zones 5–6 given well-drained soil and tucked in with an insulating mulch of straw or evergreen boughs in late fall. Enjoy the blooms in your garden, allow them to go to seed and dry, then bring them indoors to serve as focal points of dried arrangements.


Allium senescens


syn. A. montanum


•  pink


•  mid- to late summer


•  9–24 in. × 12 in.


•  sun


•  Z4–10


German garlic, broadleaf chives. Europe, northern Asia. Bulbous with short rhizomes that make vigorous, but not invasive, clumps. Strappy basal leaves, 2–12 in. long; dense, 0.75-in. umbels composed of 20 or more fragrant, cup-shaped flowers last for several weeks. Suitable for rock gardens and atop retaining walls.


‘Blue Twister’ was selected for its unusual bright blue, twisted leaves. Deadhead routinely to extend bloom. 12 in. Z3–8.


‘Glaucum’ (subsp. glaucum) has interesting clumps of twisted, bluish gray foliage. Lavender-pink heads of flowers rise above the foliage mass. Decorative even when not in bloom.
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Allium senescens





Allium thunbergii


•  reddish violet, white


•  fall


•  18–24 in. × 10 in.


•  sun, part shade


•  Z5–8


Japanese onion. Japan. This underused species deserves a wider audience, if only for its late bloom time. Through the season, slightly untidy tufts of mid-green, grassy foliage, triangular in cross section, mark their spot. In late summer, sturdy, 8- to 9-in. scapes are topped with small, green buds the shape of dunce caps; these enlarge and open to 1- to 2-in.-wide globes of numerous reddish violet flowers with slender exserted stamens and styles that produce a dainty appearance. Foliage takes on orange hues after the first hard frost. Flowers dry well and if left on the plant remain decorative as the flowers fade to deep pink. Drought tolerant. Divide in spring.


‘Alba’ is white flowered. Not as robust as ‘Ozawa’. 12–15 in.


‘Ozawa’ sports heads of many reddish violet flowers. 12–20 in.


Allium tuberosum


•  white


•  late summer to early fall


•  12–30 in. × 12 in.


•  sun, part shade


•  Z4–8


Garlic chives, Chinese chives. Southeast Asia. Rhizomatous clumps of bulbs produce a mass of bluish green, flattened leaves, keeled at the base; these are edible and can serve as a substitute for garlic. In late summer, tall scapes topped with heads of small, starry, fragrant, white flowers appear that attract numerous pollinating insects. Deadhead to prevent widespread self-seeding, which may become a nuisance. Holds its own with white garden phlox ‘David’, spider plants, and panicle hydrangeas (Hydrangea paniculata) in white combinations in beds and borders. Seeds about too much for planting in rock gardens, but valuable in herb garden containers.
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Allium tuberosum





Alstroemeria


Alstroemeriaceae


Peruvian lily, princess lily


These South American perennials are best known to the wider public as particularly long-lasting cut flowers. Indeed, to satisfy the appetite of the floral industry, millions of alstroemerias are raised in the fields and greenhouses of South America, Holland, and Israel, as well as California. They are often seen as symbols of friendship and devotion and are quite common in gift bouquets.


The genus Alstroemeria, named by Swedish botanist Carl Linnaeus for his friend, Baron Klaus von Alstroemer, includes some 60 species, a few of which are appropriate as garden flowers. Some, such as A. pygmaea, are highly ornamental, but are so demanding to grow that they are confined mainly in alpine greenhouses.


Alstroemerias arise from fleshy rhizome-like tuberous roots (invasive in some species) that generally form clumps up to 2 ft. or so across. Their stems are well clothed with narrow, mid-green leaves, grayish beneath and 3–5 in. in length; the petioles (leaf stalks) are twisted so that they invert the leaves. Showy, even gaudy flowers are tubular and held in loose, simple or compound umbels at the stem tips. Each flower is six tepaled (petals and sepals are not differentiated) and grows from 1.5–4 in. long. Attracts hummingbirds and butterflies.


Plant Peruvian lilies carefully, avoiding damage to the tuberous roots, in moisture-retentive, fertile, well-drained soil. Add organic matter at planting time and mulch with compost or well-rotted leaves annually to reduce water loss. The tuberous roots suffer if allowed to dry out. Evergreen in mild climates, alstroemerias go dormant in fall where winters are cold; protect clumps with evergreen boughs in winter. As alstroemerias brighten a floral arrangement, so too do they introduce more vivid hues into perennial and mixed borders. An obvious choice for cutting gardens, but a number of selections have been bred for planting in containers and at the front of borders. Tall selections look cheerful planted among evergreens such as rhododendrons, azaleas, and Japanese andromeda. Deadhead to extend bloom time.


Be alert for virus diseases and gray mold that mar the flowers and leaves. Slugs dine on young foliage and flowers, but deer and rabbits mostly ignore them. Those with sensitive skin may react to the sap of alstroemerias; protect hands with gloves when working with these plants.


Increase by division in spring or fall, or start seed in containers to avoid disturbing the tubers at transplanting time. Seed germinates readily.


Alstroemeria aurea


syn. A. aurantiaca


•  orange


•  summer


•  30–36 in. × 18 in.


•  sun, part shade


•  Z7–10


Peruvian lily. Chile. Clumps of running tuberous roots produce erect, well-foliaged stems. The tepals are bright orange, the upper pair freckled and splashed with red; exserted stamens are drooping.


‘Luna’ is clear yellow.


Alstroemeria huemulina


•  orange


•  summer to late summer


•  24 in. × 18 in.


•  sun


•  Z8–11


Peruvian lily. South America. Easy to grow, with clumps of non-running roots. Medium-size blooms are brown splashed, with brilliant deep orange tepals. First flush of bloom is repeated a few weeks later.


Alstroemeria psittacina


syn. A. pulchella


•  red


•  summer to fall


•  2–3 ft. × 3 ft.


•  sun, part shade


•  Z7–10


Parrot flower. Brazil. Clusters of exotic-looking brownish red flowers tipped with green. Mauve-spotted stems bear 3-in.-long, lance-shaped leaves. Roots spread widely and can become more than a nuisance. Best protected from intense afternoon sun. Very long-lasting as cut flowers.


‘Variegata’ has clean white–edged leaves. Red flowers are speckled with maroon and green. Summer dormant after bloom time. Z6–9.


Other Notable Cultivars


Alstroemerias are bred for the cut-flower trade but perfect for residential gardens. Most are well-behaved hybrids with amazing, sparkling flowers borne over a long season. This is a tiny sampling of what is available:


‘Casablanca’ has pink-flushed, white flowers flecked with maroon. 40 in. Z6–9.




[image: img]


Alstroemeria ‘Casablanca’





‘Freedom’ is clump forming with reddish peach flowers blotched with cherry-sprinkled white on the upper petals. An introduction from Mark Bridgen’s Cornell breeding program. 30 in. Z5–8.


‘Glory of the Andes’ is a variegated selection derived from ‘Sweet Laura’. 24–30 in. Z6.


Inca Series, from Dutch breeder Könst, includes several superior introductions for compact, non-invasive growth and long bloom (early summer to fall). Inca Adore (‘Koadore’) has red flowers accented with a wide band of yellow with brown freckles. Inca Ice (‘Koice’) has whitish flowers, yellow at the throat and speckled with deep maroon dashes. Mostly 24 in. × 36 in. Z6–9.


Princess Lilies Series, bred by Van Zanten Plants in Holland, is superior for window boxes and planters, and at the front of cottage garden borders. Though frost sensitive, they are especially heat tolerant. Princess Oxana (‘Staprioxa’) is deep rose splotched with yellow and dashes of maroon. 10 in. Z7–8. Princess Ivana (‘Staprivane’) has 2-in.-wide, yellow-throated, cherry-red flowers. Mounding habit, great for containers and in the landscape. 12–15 in. Z8–11.


‘The Third Harmonic’ (Alstroemeria ‘Peach Harmony’ × A. aurea), introduced by George Hare, has large, orange flowers speckled with purple at the lip, and claret-flushed beneath. Tolerates warm, humid regions. 48 in. Z6–9.


Alyssum


Brassicaceae


madwort


Most madworts, including the summer-blooming Alyssum alpestre, silver madwort A. argenteum, and the pale yellow, spring-blooming A. wulfenianum, are candidates only for rock gardens, troughs, and between pavers. The larger species, however, can also fill spots at the front of sunny borders. Of some 150 species, few cope well with southern heat and humidity, although they may be grown in that region as colorful spring annuals.


Leaves of madworts are small, simple, and alternate, often grayish silver with hairs. Conspicuous, showy clusters of four-petaled, cross-shaped yellow or white flowers bloom in spring to early summer.


They are seldom bothered seriously by pests or diseases, but look out for aphids. Deer resistant.


Propagate by seed sown in spring or by softwood cuttings.


Alyssum montanum


syn. A. pedemontanum


•  yellow


•  mid- to late spring


•  8–12 in. × 12 in.


•  sun


•  Z2–7, HS


Mountain madwort. Northern Europe. Trailing mounds of silvery, evergreen foliage, above which rise clustered masses of bright mustard-yellow flowers.


‘Berggold’ (Mountain Gold) has a dense habit and abundant fragrant, bright lemon flowers. Combines well with other low spring bloomers, including rock cress and perennial candytuft.


Alyssum spinosum


syn. Ptilotrichum spinosum


•  white


•  late spring to early summer


•  6–12 in. × 18 in.


•  sun


•  Z6–9, HS


Spiny alyssum. Southern France, southeast Spain. Mounding with spatulate, evergreen, 2-in., silver-gray leaves and wiry stems clothed with prickly spines. Tiny, honey-scented, pink-tinged, white flowers crowd into terminal clusters. Appropriate for edging and rock gardens where drainage is good; drought tolerant. Rabbit resistant.


‘Roseum’ has white flowers tinged with lavender. Silvery foliage is interesting year-round. 8–12 in. tall.


Amsonia


Apocynaceae


bluestar


The underused bluestars are mostly native North American perennials that create floral displays in spring, often followed by amazing autumn foliage color.


The durable clumps are tough and easy to grow in ordinary garden soils that drain well; established plants tolerate short periods of drought. Clusters of starry flowers in various shades of pale blue top foliage-clad stems and provide nectar for early scavenging butterflies, especially mourning cloaks. After bloom time, slender seedpods remain on the plants.


Little maintenance is required: bluestars seldom need division and require staking only if grown in too much shade. If the plants begin to flop, encircle with wire rings or “pea sticks” (bushy, woody stems saved from shrub pruning); cut back by 6 in. after bloom time. Mostly disease free although susceptible to rust, bluestars are generally free of pests too, including deer and rabbits.
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